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Abstract 

Self-consciousness is often defined as the ability to think of oneself as oneself, an ability that 

is considered to require demanding conceptual and linguistic abilities. Concept-possession is 

surely needed for mastery of the first-person pronoun and constructing autobiographical 

narratives, which again underwrites a sense of self-identity over time. If being self-conscious 

depends on the possession of a first-person concept, it follows that creatures who apparently 

lack conceptual resources could not be granted first-person mental content. This is a position 

which is hard to defend considering intuitions and empirical evidence on behavior and 

cognitive abilities displayed by pre-linguistic infants and animals. However, if they indeed 

are in possession of some form of self-consciousness, how would this nonconceptual self-

consciousness come to expression? I will propose that we need to appeal to more basic and 

nonlinguistic forms of self-representation if we want to explain intentional behavior of 

nonlinguistic creatures, as well as to explain how the ability for higher forms of self-

consciousness can emerge in the first place. This motivates the attempt to develop a theory of 

self-consciousness with the help of the notion of nonconceptual content. I argue that self-

specifying information that is implicit in perception, bodily awareness and inter-subjective 

interaction are sources for nonconceptual first-person thoughts, and by being necessarily self-

related, they give rise to judgements that are immune to error through misidentification.   
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1. Introduction 

If we want to understand the structure of self-consciousness, according to a linguistic 

approach, we should investigate how the first-person pronoun is used. The rationale is that 

the philosophical analysis of thought can only proceed via the philosophical analysis of 

language. As Dummett puts it: «It is of the essence of thought not merely to be 

communicable, but to be communicable, without residue, by means of language. In order to 

understand thought, it is necessary, therefore, to understand the means by which thought is 

expressed» (1978: 442). In order to understand self-consciousness, according to this view, we 

need to analyze its canonical linguistic expression, namely the first-person pronoun. The 

attempt to understand self-consciousness solely through semantics has been challenged by 

phenomenological approaches, and proponents of nonconceptual content. Proponents of 

theories of nonconceptual content argue that there are ways of representing the world that are 

independent of the possession of the concepts needed to specify the content of these 

representations. This position has been applied to self-consciousness through the claim that 

there are nonconceptual forms of self-representation.  This form of self-representation is a 1

more basic and non-linguistic kind. It has been suggested that the capacity for self-

consciousness could be ascribed independently of concept possession and mastering of the 

first person pronoun. This implies a first-person perspective and a first-person content. I will 

argue that there are good reasons for accepting the notion of nonconceptual content in a 

theory of self-consciousness, and that this notion also must be given an account in order to 

elucidate the origins of first-person conceptual thought. I will make use of research from 

developmental psychology and cognitive ethology in my approach, drawing in particular on 

the interpretation of empirical findings that is developed by José Bermúdez in The Paradox 

of Self-Consciousness (1998), and discuss some implications of and objections to a possible 

theory of nonconceptual self-consciousness. 

 Nonconceptualism can be traced back to Hume’s argument that impressions are prior to 1

concepts, in order of perceptual processing and of acquisition. Kant held similarly in his 
famous dictum that sensible intuition is prior to and independent of concepts; without 
concepts, sensible intuitions are blind, and conversely, without sensible intuitions, concepts 
are empty.
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 I follow Bermúdez and other proponents of nonconceptual self-consciousness in 

holding that perception and bodily awareness are self-representational, in some way, and that 

non-linguistic creatures have a first-person perspective. I will however argue that Bermúdez’s 

application of an important premise, known as the immunity principle,  in his theory of 2

nonconceptual self-consciousness is not completely successful, and thus we have to accept a 

more moderate version of nonconceptual self-consciousness than that developed by 

Bermúdez.  

The structure of this paper will be twofold. In the first part I clarify some central terms, and 

situate my argument in the larger debate on self-consciousness. The debate around 

nonconceptual content and self-consciousness will be introduced along with Bermúdez’s 

main arguments in favor of nonconceptual self-consciousness. I will give a positive account 

of nonconceptual content, and present examples from empirical research suggesting various 

forms of first-person content found in pre-linguistic infants and non-linguistic animals. I 

present some critical arguments against parts of Bermúdez’s theory on nonconceptual self-

consciousness. What becomes clear is that we need a distinction on self-reference and self-

related information in order to maintain the application of the immunity principle on first-

person contents in perception and proprioception. I will finish the first part by demonstrating 

the close relationship between the emergence of self-consciousness with an awareness of 

others, and suggest that intersubjectivity must be given an account in a theory of self-

consciousness. I assume that while giving an account of the antecedents of self-

consciousness, the way in which a fully fledged self-consciousness emerges from wordless 

beginnings, I will also demonstrate that the difference between nonconceptual and conceptual 

forms of representation is a gradual one. In the second part I will focus more closely on 

various challenges in the use of the immunity principle as an important feature of self-

consciousness, and in particular how these challenges relate to nonconceptual self-

consciousness. I argue that nonconceptual contents in perception and proprioception are 

 The immunity principle can be defined the following way: a self-conscious thought that is 2

immune to error through misidentification can misrepresent the property that is being 
ascribed, while it cannot misrepresent the subject purportedly possessing that property 
(Shoemaker, 1968). The principle will be elaborated below. 
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sources for first-person thoughts, and by being necessarily self-related, they give rise to 

judgements which are immune to error through misidentification. 
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2. Self-consciousness 

In order to determine whether or not there exists nonconceptual forms of self-consciousness, 

one has to characterize self-consciousness, and then see whether putative nonconceptual 

varieties really do merit the description. Self-consciousness is often defined as the ability to 

think of oneself as oneself.  Expressions of being self-conscious on this account are 3

traditionally held to involve a first-person concept, and involve a distinctive kind of self-

reference, canonically expressed by ‘I’. ’I’-thoughts are thoughts with first-person content 

that: «should be about oneself in a way that is non-accidental» (Bermúdez, 1998: 148). It is 

not possible for someone to employ the first-person concept without knowing that it refers to 

oneself. On the other hand one could make a failure to correctly identify oneself, say if I were 

looking at a picture of myself and identifying the person in the photo as someone else. It 

leaves open the possibility that I am referring to my self accidentally. In contrast to these de 

re thoughts, there are de se thoughts that refer non-accidentally, by the first person pronoun. 

These thoughts can only be entertained by a subject if that subject is aware that the thoughts 

are self-referring.  

 The first person pronoun taken in this sense actually has two distinct uses, as 

Wittgenstein pointed out in The Blue Book (1958); ’I’ used in the subject sense and ‘I’ used in 

the object sense. He says:  

 There are two different cases in the use of the word ‘I’ (or ‘my’) which I might call ‘the use as 
 object’ and ‘the use as subject’. Examples of the first kind of use are these: «My arm is  
 broken,» «I have grown six inches,» I have a bump on my forehead,» «The wind blows my 
 hair about». Examples of the second kind are: «I see so-and-so,» «I try to lift my arm,» «I 
 think it will rain,» «I have a toothache» (Wittgenstein, 1958: 66f). 

What distinguishes the two different uses of ‘I’ is that the former opens the possibility of 

misidentifying the referent of the first-person pronoun, whereas the latter does not. If the 

speaker uses the pronoun as object, as in one of Wittgenstein’s examples: ‘I have grown six 

inches’, it is theoretically possible to be mistaken with regard to who has grown six inches, 

 I use the terms self-consciousness and self-awareness interchangeably in the following.3
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based on the self-ascribed property. For example, one could imagine someone identifying her 

height on some chart with her name on it, and who then forms the thought that she has grown 

six inches, while this chart had her name on it by mistake. In this case the subject would 

commit an error of misidentification when claiming that she has ‘grown six inches’. In 

contrast, when a speaker utters,‘I have a toothache’ it would clearly be a use of ‘I’ as subject. 

This is why Wittgenstein suggests that it would be nonsensical to ask the speaker who is in 

pains, ‘are you sure that it is you who have pains?’ (1958: 67). This is nonsensical, not 

because it concerns a grammatical issue, but because it is related to the proximity of 

experience, or in other words, the information source of which the expression is based. 

 Sydney Shoemaker has made elaborate work on these aspects of identity, and labeled 

it with the now standard terminology ‘immunity to error through misidentification relative to 

the first-person pronoun’ (Shoemaker, 1968). Shoemaker along with Wittgenstein states that 

while a self-conscious thought that is immune to error through misidentification (hereafter 

IEM) can misrepresent the property that is ascribed, it cannot misrepresent the subject 

possessing that property. This is because these self-ascriptions do not involve identification of 

a subject, and if there is no identification involved, it will not be possible to misidentify. 

When making a first-person judgement that is immune to error through misidentification, we 

are expressing a type of awareness of ourselves not as objects that have to be identified, but 

as subjects of thought and experience. In contrast, in the case of other-ascriptions, we do rely 

on identification information. 

 There are various interpretations of the notion of IEM, but most accounts have 

focused on self-ascriptions of mental states like bodily sensations. There is none other than 

one’s own body to which one has this direct access, through bodily senses. Our cognitive 

system has evolved this way, which makes the self-identification process superfluous.  4

According to Wittgenstein, the immunity principle only applies to introspection-based self-

ascriptions of mental states, not to self-ascriptions of bodily states. He holds that it is possible 

for me to be mistaken about whether a broken arm is mine, but it is not possible to be 

mistaken whether the experienced pain is my own. In contrast, Evans (1982) argues that 

 As John Perry points out: «The belief need only have the burden of registering differences 4

in my environment, and not the burden of identifying the person about whose relation to the 
environment perception gives information with the person whose action it guides (1993: 
219), or similarly in Perry’s sense, the self is being an unarticulated constituent of the 
content of perception (Cahen, 2006).
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immunity to misidentification can apply to bodily self-ascriptions as well, given that they are 

based on the right kind of evidence, i.e. evidence ‘from the inside’, through somatic 

proprioception. He says:  

 It seems equally not to make sense for a subject to utter ‘someone’s legs are crossed, but is it I 
 whose legs are crossed?’, when the first component is expressive of knowledge which the 
 subject has gained about the position of his limbs, available to him in the normal   
 way» (Evans, 1982: 216).  

‘I’-thoughts that contain self-ascriptions of bodily states are therefore IEM, according to 

Evans. It is this kind of awareness that is essential to the phenomenon of self-consciousness, 

where an immediate way of gaining knowledge about ourselves is in principle different from 

how we gain knowledge of other things. It makes sense to side with Evans on this matter, as 

we will see later when discussing how to ground first-person thoughts in a non-circular way 

on more basic and nonconceptual first-person contents. For the moment it is important to 

understand that some self-ascriptions are IEM because they are made on certain grounds, and 

that these grounds are necessarily self-involving in some way.   5

I will argue that in order to explain the origins of self-conscious thoughts we need to appeal 

to these more basic first-person contents. My argument assumes that it is a fundamental 

desideratum of a theory of self-consciousness that it recognizes that self-consciousness is an 

ability that comes in degrees. This applies both to the form it may have in different creatures, 

and to its emergence in individuals who possess it. Thus a philosophical theory of self-

consciousness should be able to give an account of this development. On this view, no 

account specifying the semantics of ‘I’ can suffice alone for a full understanding of self-

consciousness, and we need a more primitive form of self-consciousness in order to avoid 

what Bermúdez (1998) terms ‘the paradox of self-consciousness’. Any usage of the first-

person pronoun presupposes some sort of preliminary capacity to think of oneself, and if we 

assume that the capacity to think thoughts with first-person contents has to be explained in 

 It might be that the immunity principle is vulnerable to peculiar counterfactual cases of 5

‘wired’ minds, and as such is only immune de facto and not logically. I will elaborate this 
distinction and other potential counterexamples to the principle later when discussing the 
immunity thesis’ significance for nonconceptual content.
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terms of the mastery of the semantics of the first-person pronoun, we are creating an 

explanatory circle (Bermúdez, 1998:18). We also need to explain how «the capacity for self-

conscious thoughts or for linguistic mastery of the first-person pronoun arises in the normal 

course of human development» (Bermúdez, 1998: 268). The same demand for explanation 

must be made with regard to how self-consciousness entertained by linguistically competent 

beings could emerge and develop from wordless beginnings. If being self-conscious depends 

on the possession of a first-person concept, it follows that creatures who apparently lack 

conceptual resources could be said to lack self-consciousness. Wordless beings could 

therefore not be granted thoughts with first-person content.  This is a position which is hard 6

to defend considering intuitions and empirical evidence on behavior and cognitive abilities 

displayed by pre-linguistic infants and animals, examples of which I will come back to. 

However, if they indeed are in possession of some form of self-consciousness, how would 

this nonconceptual self-consciousness come to expression? If it can be established that to 

think I-thoughts does not fundamentally rest on conceptual and linguistic mastery, it will help 

us escape the circularity of self-consciousness, and point us toward an account of the 

necessary basis from which more advanced forms of self-consciousness develop. 

Bermúdez suggests that to be considered a primitive form of self-consciousness, a 

representational state must meet two core requirements for any representational state to be 

self-conscious (1998: 148). The first, which is mentioned, is that genuinely self-conscious 

thought should be nonaccidentally about oneself. Self-conscious thoughts refer 

nonaccidentally in so far as they do not rely on an identification of the subject, and thus are 

immune to error through misidentification. The second requirement is closely related to the 

requirement of non-accidental self-reference, and that is that self-conscious thoughts have 

immediate implications for action. De se thoughts, i.e. thoughts that are known by me to be 

about myself, influence my action immediately because there is no doubt whom these 

thoughts are relevant for. When I experience a pain, I do not have to identify the subject of 

the pain, and I can act immediately. This is because I come to know about my pain in a direct 

 There are various ways of understanding the connection between linguistic and conceptual 6

abilities. I lean on Bermúdez formulation of the priority principle for my approach: 
«Conceptual abilities are constitutively linked with linguistic abilities in such a way that 
conceptual abilities cannot be possessed by nonlinguistic creatures» (Bermúdez, 1998: 42). 
The plausibility of the priority principle will be discussed later.
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manner which differs essentially from how I come to know about another’s pain. In contrast, 

thoughts that accidentally self-refer always leave a potential gap between thought and action. 

When self-ascriptions rely on self-identification there is a possibility for misidentification, 

e.g. while looking at some reflecting glass I could for example fail to realize it is I whose 

reflection I see. Or even when the image also reveals a snake poised to strike, I could fail to 

move, because I simultaneously fail to recognize that the reflection includes me as well. 

Seeing a snake before me on the ground, however, will induce me to act immediately. I could 

of course be wrong about (misidentify) the snake, but not the identity of the person 

apparently under threat.   7

 Bermúdez argues that these conditions for self-consciousness, i.e. non-accidental self-

reference and immediate implications for action, are satisfied accordingly in primitive forms 

of self-consciousness. Self-specifying information is acquired through the possibilities for 

action and reaction based on perception and proprioception. In the following I will present 

the underlying conditions that a theory of nonconceptual self-consciousness must meet, 

according to Bermúdez, in succeeding as a noncircular account of the ability to think ‘I’-

thoughts. 

2.1. The paradox of self-consciousness 

‘I’-thoughts involve a distinctive kind of self-reference, which is linguistically expressed by 

the first-person pronoun. These first-person thoughts, in which ‘I’ is used as subject, are 

immune to error through misidentification relative to the first person pronoun, because one 

cannot think such an ‘I’-thought and not know that this thought is about oneself. This feature 

of ‘I’-thoughts is closely linked to the linguistic property of the token-reflexive rule: the word 

‘I’ (without any further intention accompanying the utterance) always refers to the person 

uttering it. Combining the immunity principle with the guaranteed reference of the first-

person pronoun suggests, according to Bermúdez, a ‘deflationary view of self-

consciousness’, if we take these two characteristics and define self-consciousness as having, 

«I-thoughts that are immune to error through misidentification, where immunity to error 

 I will discuss these aspects of self-ascriptions and their relation to action in more detail in 7

the last section.
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through misidentification is a function of the semantics of the first-person pronoun» (1998: 

10).  

 The deflationary view of self-consciousness is more specifically made up by these  

elements: (1) First there is the centrality of ‘I’-thoughts as the target explanandum: i.e. once 

we have an account of what it is to be capable of having ‘I’-thoughts, we will have exhausted 

everything there is to say about self-consciousness; (2) Once we have an account of what it 

means to be capable of thinking thoughts which are immune to error through 

misidentification, we will know everything that is distinctive about the capacity to think ‘I’-

thoughts, because the immunity principle explains why first-person beliefs are self-conscious; 

(3) Once we have explained the ability to master the grammar of the first-person pronoun 

(e.g. via mastery of some version of the token-reflexive rule that a given utterance of ‘I’ 

always refers to the person uttering it) we have explained why first-person thoughts are 

immune to error through misidentification; (4) Application of the token-reflexive rule 

involves self-conscious first-person beliefs; (5) So the explanandum is part of the explanans 

(1998: 17). The capacity for reflexive self-reference by means of the first-person pronoun 

requires the capacity to think first-person thoughts, so it seems like that we cannot explain 

how the ability to use the first-person pronoun can be acquired without presupposing this 

capacity as part of the explanation: «I cannot refer to myself as the producer of a given token 

of ‘I’… without already knowing that I intend to refer to myself» (Bermúdez, 2001: 131). 

 Self-reference which is dependent upon ‘I’-thoughts in this way, creates two kinds of 

circularity. The first type of circularity is of an explanatory kind, which arises because the 

capacity for self-conscious thought must be presupposed in any satisfactory explanation of 

how we acquire and apply the rules of the first-person pronoun. The basic capacity for self-

reference is precisely the sort of mental state we need to explain, and therefore it cannot be 

presupposed as part of the explanation.The second type of circularity is a capacity kind, and 

it arises because the explanatory interdependence of the ability for self-conscious thought and 

linguistic mastery of the first-person pronoun makes it impossible to give an account of how 

these capacities come about in the psychological development of an individual. The 

deflationary view fails to establish whether self-conscious thought is a condition for linguistic 

mastery of the first-person pronoun, or vice versa. Bermúdez says it does not seem to meet 

the following Acquisition Constraint: 
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 If a given psychological capacity is psychologically real then there must be an explanation of 
 how it is possible for an individual in the normal course of human development to acquire 
 that capacity. Neither self-conscious thought nor linguistic mastery of the first person pronoun 
 is innate, and yet each presupposes the other in a way that seems to imply that neither can be 
 acquired unless the other capacity is already in place (1998: 19). 

Explaining self-conscious thought in terms of an analysis of the semantics of the first-person 

pronoun leads to what Bermúdez terms ‘the paradox of self-consciousness’ (1998: 24). So 

what would be a way to avoid the paradox? If it can be established that to think I-thoughts is 

not dependent on conceptual and linguistic mastery, it follows that the problem of circularity 

no longer exists. The strategy Bermúdez employs is to make a distinction between those 

highly conceptual forms of self-consciousness, and those forms of primitive self-

consciousness which do not require linguistic or conceptual resources. By allowing non-

linguistic creatures to be in representational states, despite not possessing the concepts 

required to specify the relevant content, we open the possibility for, «first-person contents 

that do not involve linguistic mastery of the first person pronoun. If such contents do exist 

and if they can be put to work to explain mastery of the semantics of the first-person 

pronoun, then the paradox of self-consciousness will be solved» (1998: 44). We can escape 

the paradox by developing an account of self-consciousness as an ability that develops over 

the course of phylogeny and ontogeny. Bermúdez goes on to identify nonconceptual forms of 

self-consciousness in four domains; perceptual experience, somatic proprioception (bodily 

self-awareness), self-world dualism in spatial reasoning and psychological reasoning.  

  

I believe Bermúdez’s strategy is generally successful, in so far as we need to consider these 

domains in order to explain how highly conceptual forms of self-consciousness emerge from 

a rich foundation of nonconceptual forms of self-awareness. That said, we will see that these 

nonconceptual forms do not contain an explicit self-referring component, but rather self-

related information. This results in a more moderate version of nonconceptual self-

consciousness than concluded by Bermúdez. This approach makes it however clear that some 

level of first person content is something we share with prelinguistic infants and with many 

animal members. I will in the following present examples from the domains mentioned to 

demonstrate nonconceptual first person contents, some will be based on Bermúdez’s account, 
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and some from other works. First, however, we need to consider the distinction between 

conceptual and nonconceptual content. 

  

2.2. Self-consciousness and nonconceptual content 

Philosophical approaches to self-consciousness have seen an increasing interest in content-

involving terms. The debate about whether thoughts with first person content may be 

nonconceptual or if they are solely conceptual, is as we will see highly relevant for 

epistemological and psychological aspects of self-consciousness. First I will distinguish 

conceptual and nonconceptual content for conscious states in general, and in the next section 

focus on accounts of nonconceptual self-consciousness. I will argue that there are basic and 

nonconceptual levels of self-consciousness, which are expressions of a minimal self. These 

are primitive forms of self-consciousness which must be given an account if we are to explain 

the origins of a conceptual self-consciousness. Bermúdez argues extensively that certain 

forms of autonomous nonconceptual content, a nonconceptual point of view, can be 

considered as forms of genuine self-consciousness. 

 There are many distinct layers of self-consciousness. Obvious examples are the capacity to 

 think of one’s body as one’s own; to recognize oneself as the bearer of mental states; to  
 master the grammar of the first-person pronoun; to view oneself as one object among others; 
 to have memories about one’s past self; to construct autobiographical narratives; to formulate 
 long-term plans and ambitions. Whichever one of these one is considering, however, it is  
 tempting to think of it as somehow parasitic on a more primitive and already-existing form of 
 self-awareness... If this is so, and if a regress is to be avoided, then it seems plausible to  
 suppose that all these layers must eventually be grounded in a form of self-awareness  
 primitive enough not to depend on a more basic self-awareness (Bermúdez, 1995: 153). 

Bermúdez line of  argument in short goes as follows: higher forms of self-consciousness 

emerge from a variety of nonconceptual forms of self-conscious content, that are logically 

and ontogenetically more primitive. The central idea is that content-bearing states can be 

independent of language mastery (Bermúdez, 1998:39), and that content-bearing states can be 

 !   11



independent of concept mastery (Evans, 1982; Peacocke, 1992). In taking this position, 

Bermudez rejects what he terms the Thought-Language Principle: 

 Thought-Language Principle: The only way to analyze the capacity to think a particular range 
 of thought is by analyzing the capacity for the canonical linguistic expression of these  
 thoughts (1998: 40). 

  

Bermúdez submits that the thought-language principle can be split into two sub-principles, 

which he states is at the heart of the classical view of content; the Conceptual-Requirement 

Principle and the Priority Principle: 

 Conceptual-Requirement Principle: The range of contents which it is permissible to attribute 
 to a creature is directly determined by the concepts which the creature possess (1998: 41). 

 Priority Principle: Conceptual abilities are constitutively linked with linguistic abilities in 
 such a way that conceptual abilities cannot be possessed by nonlinguistic creatures  
 (1998: 42). 

The first principle makes content attribution in general dependent on conceptual abilities. The 

second principle makes conceptual abilities dependent on linguistic principles. The Priority 

Principle is retained by Bermúdez, because he argues that conceptual abilities require 

inferential capabilities, and rational sensitivity requires language (Bermúdez, 1998: 71), but 

he rejects the view «that ascription of content is constrained by concept 

possession» (Bermúdez, 1998: 268).  This rejection means consequently the rejection of the 8

conjunction between these two components that underlie the thought-language principle. 

Bermúdez argues that there is a constitutive link between possession of concepts and the 

ability to make inferences, as well as between that ability and the ability to justify one’s 

inferences. The Priority Principle is established on the grounds that only through the mastery 

of language can one have the ability to justify:  

 Providing justifications is a matter of identifying and articulating the reasons for a given  
 classification, inference, or judgement. It is because prelinguistic creatures are in principle 

 I will return to the Priority Principle on Bermúdez’s application of the immunity principle 8

related to how nonconceptual content is noncompositional.
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 incapable of providing such justifications that the priority thesis is true. Mere sensitivity to 
 the truth of inferential transitions involving a given concept is not enough for possession of 
 that concept. Rational sensitivity is required, and rational sensitivity comes only with  
 language mastery (1998: 71). 

Thus it follows that if the Priority Principle is true, i.e. there can be no concepts without 

language, and if we have good reasons to ascribe content-bearing psychological states to non-

linguistic creatures, then the contents of those states will be nonconceptual:  

 This makes possible a theory of nonconceptual content, according to which states with  

 representational content can be properly ascribed to individuals without those individuals  
 necessarily possessing the concepts required to specify how those states represent the  

 world» (Bermúdez, 1998: 268).   9

If correct this provides supportive reasons to ascribe non-linguistic creatures autonomous 

nonconceptual thought-contents, and ultimately, I-thoughts which can be instances of 

nonconceptual self-consciousness.  This will in turn satisfy the Acquisition Constraint and 10

give us a plausible explanation on how self-consciousness emerges, and a noncircular 

account of self-consciousness will be possible. 

There are good reasons for pursuing this direction of thought, not only to get closer to the 

ontogenetic processes, but also for broadening the scope of a theory of self-consciousness. 

Bermúdez is drawing on experimental data from developmental psychology and cognitive 

ethology. This represents a philosophical naturalism that I am sympathetic toward. If one is to 

maintain a naturalistic view of psychological capacities, I suggest that nonconceptual 

representations must play a role in experience. 

 Furthermore, content represented nonconceptually plays a critical role in concept 

learning. Perceptual concepts are arguably learned, and in order to explain this acquisition we 

 Bermúdez argues that the attribution of representational states with nonconceptual content 9

is an instance of ‘inference to the best explanation’ (1998: 46).

 The Autonomy Principle is introduced by Bermúdez, following Peacocke (1992), because 10

a developmental explanation involve differing degrees of commitment. It states: «It is 
possible for a creature to be in states with nonconceptual content, even though that creature 
possesses no concepts at all» (1998: 61).  
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have to suppose that we are capable of making the relevant perceptual discriminations before 

possessing the corresponding concepts. An account of how we come to possess the 

observational concepts that we do, presumably by undergoing appropriately related 

perceptual experiences, is needed to avoid circularity (Peacocke, 1992). Others have argued 

that nonconceptual content must enter the awareness of the experiencing subject in order to 

provide the contentful raw material for conceptual construction. This suggests that 

nonconceptual content of perception plays a role in our ability to broaden our conceptual 

repertoire with novel concepts. To explain how concepts are learned, we must assume that the 

world is represented to us before acquiring the concepts we later learn to employ. Many 

conceptualists deny that infant and animal cognition is conceptual, but they also seem to hold 

that concepts are learned without offering a developed theory of concept learning. 

«Conceptualists tend to think that mental lives of humans and animals differ in kind, whereas 

nonconceptualists see human and animal lives as continuous» (Roskies, 2008: 650). This 

further suggests that we need to appeal to the notion of nonconceptual content.  

I will now review different ways of characterizing conceptual and nonconceptual content. 

Literature on concepts, representation and content can be confusing since contributors to the 

debate often differ in commitments and use of key terms. In what follows I will try to provide 

a minimal framework in order to make my take on nonconceptualism related to forms of self-

consciousness somewhat clearer. My main concern will be how the notion of nonconceptual 

content applies in perceptual experience and psychological explanations, before proposing 

different examples that suggests its explanatory value in developmental psychology. 

2.3. Conceptual and nonconceptual content 

The terminology of the distinction between concept and nonconceptual content was 

introduced by Gareth Evans to clarify the relation between perceptual states and what Evans 

termed the «reasoning and concept-applying system».  According to Evans: «The 11

 Evan’s argument has antecedents in Dretske’s (1981) introduction of the distinction 11

between analog and digital representation, where content of perceptions is analog by nature 
and conceptual content of propositional attitudes are to be understood as digital.
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informational states which a subject acquires through perception are non-conceptual, or non-

conceptualized. Judgements based upon such states necessarily involve 

conceptualization…» (1982: 227).  One central motivation for Evans’ distinction is to 12

account for our perceptual capacities, as detecting and discriminating between dimensions 

like hue, shape, size and direction, and many argue that perceptual discrimination is not 

dependent on our conceptual capacities. This is a ‘fineness of grain argument’ which has 

resulted in a broad critical discussion (McDowell, 1994; Brewer, 1999). Evans asks in this 

way: «Do we really understand the proposal that we have as many color concepts as there are 

shades of color that we can sensibly discriminate?» (1982: 229).  

 Against these approaches, it has been argued that the richness and fineness of grain in 

perception can be represented conceptually, by application of demonstrative concepts, such as 

‘that shade’ (McDowell, 1994).  However, the nonconceptualist does not need to deny that 13

content of perceptual experience is conceptualizable (e.g. by demonstrative concepts), she 

can argue that perceptual content is a function of perceptual discriminations, and not the other 

way around (Bermúdez, 2007). The central idea of nonconceptualism is that some mental 

states can represent the world even though the bearer of those mental states need not possess 

the concepts required to specify what those states represent, i.e. their representational content. 

A nonconceptual content can be attributed to a creature without thereby attributing to that 

creature mastery of the concepts required to specify that content (Bermúdez, 1998: 50). 

  To get clear on what the notion of nonconceptual content consists in, and under what 

conditions we would ascribe nonconceptual content, we need a more substantial account of 

how the conceptual and the nonconceptual are correlative:  

 The first assumption is that concepts are semantic entities rather than psychological entities. 
 Concepts are constituents of contents. Attitudes towards contents are psychological  
 occurrences, but the contents themselves are not psychological entities. They, and the  
 concepts they contain, are abstract entities. The second assumption is that, although concepts 

 It should be noted that Evan’s view of nonconceptual content applies only to perceptual-12

information states, which do become conscious perceptual experiences first when they are 
conceptualized and engage in a reasoning system. His understanding of the notion thus 
differs from how it is discussed in much of the literature (1982: 226).

 Conceptualists like McDowell (1994) and Brewer (1999) argue for conceptualism on the 13

grounds that 1) perception can rationally justify beliefs, and 2) only states with conceptual 
content can rationally justify beliefs.
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 are abstract entities, mastering a concept is a psychological achievement. We need a cognitive 
 account of what it is to master a concept, even though concepts are not psychological entities 
 (Bermúdez and Cahen, 2015). 

Philosophical accounts of what it is to possess a concept differ. Some theories on the minimal 

or ‘low’ account hold that being in possession of concepts is to have a certain ability or 

disposition to act differentially with regard to a set of entities, i.e. concept possession is 

characterized by the ability to categorize, or by discrimination of things to which the concept 

applies (Smith, 2002). An organism which displays a demonstrable sensitivity to differences 

in the world could according the minimal view be ascribed concepts. Both humans and 

nonlinguistic creatures have conceptual abilities on this view, though the range and 

complexity of their conceptual repertoires differs greatly. However, if one holds too ‘low’ a 

theory of concepts, then conceptualism becomes trivially true, and what is normally taken as 

nonconceptual simply becomes conceptual.   14

 The ‘high’ view holds that possessing concepts involves mental representations, 

which includes the ability to think about those things or properties, across domains. They are 

detachable from the present context (Hopp, 2011). Take for example the concept of a cup, a 

thinker’s possession of the concept will enable her to discriminate and categorize cups from 

other things in a variety of contexts, as well as involve the ability to think about cups in their 

absence. In the case of a linguistic being it includes the ability to recognize the word ‘cup’ as 

an expression of the concept cup when written or spoken. These mental representations have 

a symbolic element, and they consist of several components which can be decomposed and 

recombined in contentful ways.  This is related to the view that concepts are intimately 15

linked to language, or that there is something language-like about concepts. Most 

 Bermúdez & Cahen (2015) introduces another distinction between global and local 14

accounts of concepts. Global accounts (cf. Lewis, 1979; Tye, 1995) deny conceptual 
contents tout court. The content of a mental representation consists of a proposition 
according this view, and not even what is considered paradigmatically conceptual 
propositional attitudes involve conceptual contents. Local accounts have developed a 
distinction between conceptual/nonconceptual contents for more specific explanatory tasks, 
e.g. perceptual experience (Evans, 1982; Peacocke, 1992), subpersonal states (Burge, 
1986) or psychological explanations (Cussins, 1990; Bermúdez, 1998).

 Different accounts have been developed that allow degrees of concept possession 15

(Bermúdez, 1998; Hurley, 2006). There might be cases where subjects has a partial, but not 
a full conceptual grasp.
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conceptualists presumably argue from the ‘high’ theory of concepts since they typically link 

conceptual abilities with linguistic abilities and the capacity for abstract thought (cf. 

McDowell, 1994; Fodor, 1998). 

 There is a range of different ways of understanding the assumed connection between 

mastery of concepts and mastery of language. My application of the notion of concepts 

relates to the ‘high’ view, since the ‘low’ view yields no differences in kind on linguistic and 

nonlinguistic mental representation. The wide notion of concepts in these accounts are 

basically non-contrastive, so they are of limited use in asking questions about these matters. 

Thus, we need a philosophical account of what it is to possess a concept, and of what 

nonconceptual content consists in and how it is to be ascribed:  

 If, for example, possessing the concept of an F simply requires being able to discriminate F’s 

 from rest of the perceptual environment and/or to act on them in a suitable manner, then it is 
 hard to see how any evidence that animals and young infants represent the world will not also 

 be evidence that they represent the world conceptually (Bermúdez & Cahen, 2015).  

More is to be said about the distinction between conceptual and nonconceptual content. 

Immediately below, I will consider the role of concepts in more detail, before discussing 

potential applications of the notion of nonconceptual content. My interest will be in how it 

may be of help in explaining perceptual representation, and especially how it applies in 

explaining the behavior of nonlinguistic creatures.   16

 First, though, let us briefly sum up the contrast as it has so far emerged. Concepts are 

generally considered to be referring to categories of objects, e.g. properties and other abstract 

entities, which can generate a variety of thoughts.  Conceptual content is as such considered 17

 Another explanatory motivation for deploying the notion of nonconceptual content relates 16

to characterizing the content of subpersonal states, e.g. representations of the visual such 
as photoreceptor activity on the retina, or cell activity in primary visual cortex. These states 
are obviously nonconceptual. So one should distinguish between perceptual information on 
the subpersonal level, and perceptual content that reaches awareness. My concern on 
application of the notion of nonconceptual content will be at the conscious level.

 Evans (1982) and Peacocke (1992) for instance take concepts to be abstract objects, like 17

meanings or senses. Others take concepts to be mental tokens, like words in the head, or 
representations of prototypical features (see Fodor, 1998).
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to meet Evan’s Generality Constraint because a subject’s conceptual thought is extendable to 

an indefinite range of contexts, by not being situation specific. As Evans says:  

 We cannot avoid thinking of a thought about an individual object x, to the effect that it is F, as 
 the exercise of two separable capacities; one being the capacity to think of x, which could be 
 equally exercised in thoughts about x to the effect that it is G or H; and the other being a  
 conception of what it is to be F, which could be equally exercised in thoughts about other  
 individuals, to the effect that they are F’ (Evans 1982, p. 75).  

The basic idea behind this constraint is that conceptual content enables a subject to extend her 

thoughts on a matter across different contexts. In contrast, nonconceptual content does not 

contain components like properties and predication relations that can be systematically 

decomposed and recombined in new contexts. 

2.3.1.  Conceptual content 

Higher forms of self-consciousness presuppose our capacity to think about ourselves in a way 

which is under constraints set by rationality norms, and the contents of these mental states is 

held to be propositional in character. ‘I’-thoughts are representational states with 

propositional contents, and belong to the structure of propositional attitudes in general. A 

propositional attitude involves standing in relation to some content which is singled out by 

the clause that represents what is believed, desired or hoped for.  Such states have 18

intentionality in so far as they are directed upon propositions that represent how things are.  19

Content is properly characterized by a specification that reveals the way in which it 

represents the world: «representational states of mine have content in virtue of which they 

make the world accessible to me, guide my action, and (usually) are presented to me as 

something which is either correct or incorrect» (Cussins, 2003:133). Contents of 

 In my understanding is the content of a thought, or the content of experience, the way that 18

thought or experience represents the world as being. All representations have content. But 
having informational content does not imply understanding. Ascribing meaning to a 
representation implies understanding.

 I understand intentionality as action that needs to be explained in terms of goals or desires 19

of an agent, in combination with the agent’s representation of the environment.
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propositional attitudes represent objects/properties/relations in the world, and contents can 

represent the world correctly or incorrectly. They have correctness conditions. 

Conditions for ascribing conscious states with conceptual content to an individual will, as 

Susan Hurley points out, come down to two necessary requirements (1998: 208). First, the 

individual must possess whichever concepts are relevant to a canonical specification of that 

content. A theory could be said to canonically characterize something when it describes it in 

terms of properties that the theory takes to be essential to that thing. When it comes to 

propositional attitudes there would in the same manner be certain ways of characterizing the 

properties/relations of the contents that they represent that would count as canonically 

correct. It would for example be a mistake to describe the content of my current belief that 

my bike is in the driveway, say by using the concepts of particle physics to describe the state 

of affairs that would make it true. A complete microphysical description of that region of 

space-time will not be the canonical way of specifying the content of my belief. A canonical 

specification of representational contents is a specification that is sensitive to the point of 

view of the subject having that representational state. So contents are standardly taken to 

consist of concepts in such a way that a given content cannot be ascribed to an individual 

who does not possess the concepts employed in the canonical specification of that content. 

 The second requirement for a conceptual conscious state is possession of the 

‘associated structured abilities’ that will realize abilities ‘to generalize systematically, to 

decompose and recombine, and to make applications of the same concepts’. Hurley 

acknowledges that this capacity to deploy concepts in a way that is context-free and general, 

is the essential feature of human conceptual resources: «Someone with conceptual abilities 

who can judge that a banana is green and that a sofa is soft can also in principle judge that a 

banana is soft, that a sofa is green, that it is not the case that all bananas are green…and so 

on» (Hurley, 1998: 212). Conceptual capacities enable domain-general beliefs, by holding 

that the same object has different properties and that different objects could share properties 

as well. The same explanation is provided for the productivity of language. Thoughts have 

recombinable constituents, in language by morphemes, and in thoughts by concepts. In this 

way can possessors of concepts generate an unlimited amount of new thoughts from the 

concepts they possess. 
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 If having beliefs were a matter of simply representing singular facts, all that would 

matter would be whether a given content was true or false. However, if inferences are drawn 

from one belief to another, it is said that the contents of beliefs are constitutively linked. Say 

on the combination of beliefs like ‘orange is a fruit’ and ‘apple is a fruit’ and ‘orange is not 

apple’ then we will be disposed to believe that two different things count as fruit. The two 

beliefs contain the concept ‘fruit’ as a constituent of their contents, and this is true of all 

inferences of the form: a is X, and b is X, but a is not b. These beliefs are inferentially linked 

by containing an element which is common to their contents, namely the concept X. So since 

concepts are: «the constituents required to explain these inferential relations, it follows that a 

thinker could not be in the relevant intentional state unless their contents contained concepts» 

(Crane, 1992). The idea presented is essentially that conceptual mental states exhibit an 

inferentially relevant structure, and this aspect motivates Hurley’s use of the generality 

constraint. 

2.3.2.  Nonconceptual content 

Keeping this in mind, we can turn to nonconceptual content. In specifying mental content, we 

are trying to elaborate the way in which different aspects of the world are presented to a 

subject, which again can be used to explain a subject’s actions. By specifying mental content 

we are trying to capture its cognitive significance, or the role it has in the subject’s 

perception, thought and action. One important intuition that provides good reasons for 

thinking that the content of perceptual experience is nonconceptual in character, is that a 

subject’s way of apprehending the world is not always or entirely constrained by the concepts 

a subject possesses. Various arguments in favor of the notion of nonconceptual content have 

been mentioned; to avoid explanatory circularity, we must assume that the world is presented 

to us (nonconceptually) before the acquisition of the concepts we later learn to employ to 

describe our experiences, and the fact that our perceptual experience is more fine grained and 

rich than our conceptual repertoire seem to allow.  

 Being in a state with conceptual content involves being in an intentional state whose 

contents are inferentially related. In contrast, a state with nonconceptual content is not 

inferentially related. While the content of perceptual experience is nonconceptual in 
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character, contents of beliefs are inferentially related by their conceptual structure. Perceptual 

experience is therefore different in kind from the propositional content as beliefs, desires and 

judgements. The motivation for distinguishing perceptions and beliefs is that the contents of 

perceptions exhibit certain features that cannot be exhibited by the contents of propositional 

attitudes. There are times when belief and perception come apart, as in cases of optical 

illusions. The Muller-Lyre illusion is an example, where a line segment bounded by outward-

pointing arrowheads is seen as different in length from a line segment bounded by inward-

pointing arrowheads, even though the line segments are of the same length. Knowing by the 

ruler that one is witnessing an optical illusion does not make the illusion go away. In cases 

like these it makes sense to distinguish between perception and (perceptual) belief: «although 

perceptions do normally involve inclinations to believe, they cannot be identified with these 

inclinations, since unlike inclinations to believe, they are resilient to conclusive counter-

evidence» (Crane, 1992: 153). What seems to be the relevant distinction here is between 

different ways in which the world is presented. Since perceptual experiences are impenetrable 

to additional beliefs one may come to hold about the illusion, it is reasonable to hold that 

there is a distinction between two forms of content, and not just a belief based upon 

sensations or impressions which are not themselves representational.  20

 Turning to another motivation for the notion of nonconceptual content, we will see 

how nonconceptual content serves an explanatory role when it comes to understanding an 

organism’s interactions with the world. As earlier mentioned, by specifying representational 

content we need to attend to its cognitive significance, in order to understand its role in 

intentional behavior. Non-linguistic and pre-linguistic creatures such as animals and infants 

show great success in navigating their environment, without the concepts representing that 

same environment. The environment has properties relevant to the abilities of each subject, 

which allow the subject to act and react in different ways. These properties are perceived as 

 What distinguishes the theory of nonconceptual content from theories of sensational 20

components of perceptual experience is that nonconceptual content is representational. «If a 
given perceptual experience has a nonconceptual content that Φ, this means that the 
experience represents the world as being Φ. Conceptual and nonconceptual contents are 
distinguished not by whether they are representational, but according to how they 
represent» (Bermúdez, 1995). This is in contrast to the traditional distinction between 
sensation and belief, in which the sensational component has no role in explaining 
experience of the represented world. More on this below, as I discuss distinctions between 
state- and content nonconceptualism.
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possibilities for action. Another way of putting this is by saying that nonconceptual content 

presents the world to the subject in terms of affordances, to employ a notion from J.J. Gibson 

I will elaborate more on the notion of affordances in relation to perception in the next section. 

These are possibilities for intentional action, or so-called epistemic actions such as grouping, 

sorting and tracking objects.  

 This idea can also be expressed by saying that nonconceptual representations should 

be understood in terms of knowledge-how, rather than knowledge-that.  Knowledge-how is 21

an ability-based understanding of nonconceptual content (Cussins, 1990). On this view, 

nonconceptual content does not present the subject with identifiable objects and their 

properties, or truth conditions as conceptual content would do, but rather with abilities to act 

upon the perceived environment. In contrast, knowledge-that should be understood as a truth-

governed relation between a thinker and a proposition. Cussins presents an example of riding 

a motorbike through London in heavy traffic. Given that you are a skilled driver you will be 

able to handle the bike and maneuver out of changing situations by adjusting speed and 

avoiding obstacles. There is a distinct sense one could say that you know the speed of your 

movement, where the speed is presented as: «an element in a skilled interaction with the 

world» (Cussins, 2003: 150). This is a form of knowledge-how, which stands in contrast to a 

propositionally structured thought about speed in terms of miles per hour. An unskilled driver 

on the other hand might need to check speed and other variables, on a conceptual level, in 

order to make it through traffic successfully. Cussins points here to the difference between 

two kinds of knowledge, the former is experiential and the latter is conceptual and inferential. 

  

From work within developmental psychology and ethology, we will see that nonlinguistic 

creatures display a degree of complexity of their behavior which requires the ascription of 

states with nonconceptual contents. These are instances in which we cannot appeal to a 

simple stimulus-response interpretation. They show no law-like relation between sensory 

input and behavioral output (Peacocke, 1999). Observation on behavior displayed by infants 

and animals can, as we will see, justify a psychological explanation to account for the degree 

of flexibility in their behavior. Psychological explanations like these work because they 

 The distinction between ‘knowledge-how’ and ‘knowledge-that’ can be traced back to 21

Gilbert Ryle (1945).
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suggest why a given action is rational or ‘makes sense’ from the perspective of an agent 

(Hurley, 2006). Intentional behaviors are those that need to be explained in terms of goals or 

desires of an agent, in combination with the agent’s representation of the environment. In 

instances of trial-and-error reasoning (primitive forms of rationality) or future planning we 

would ascribe abilities which go beyond stimulus-response type mechanisms. These are 

intentional behaviors which require ascription of representational content in form of goals 

and desires.  

I will elaborate further the nature of nonconceptual content in perception and affordances for 

action in the sections to come. In discussing how subjects perceive affordances and by 

interacting with their environment accordingly, I will bring the notion of nonconceptual 

content back on to aspects of self-consciousness. Compelling arguments in favor of the 

notion of nonconceptual content have been mentioned in the previous section; perceptual 

experience is richer than concepts seem to allow, and some form of content states appear to 

be needed to account for the intentional behavior of non-linguistic beings. While there is no 

agreement on the correct theory of concepts, there is however a general consensus that 

conceptual content consists of elements that can be combined and recombined. They are 

essentially domain-general and are candidates for Evans’ Generality constraint, while 

nonconceptual contents are domain-specific and noncompositional.  Concept-possession 22

involves being in a mental state whose contents are inferentially related, a nonconceptual 

mental state is one whose contents are not inferentially related. Nonconceptual content is thus 

fundamentally contrastive, in opposition to conceptual content. Based on the arguments that 

conceptual contents have inferential structure and perceptual contents do not have inferential 

structure, we can draw a conclusion that perceptual contents are nonconceptual.  

  

There is however an ongoing debate concerning how these representations are nonconceptual 

in the first place that I must now address. Two differing interpretations of nonconceptualism 

have emerged; state nonconceptualism and content nonconceptualism. According to the 

content view, nonconceptualism is a thesis about the kind of content of experience. In 

 Bermúdez has developed an account of nonconceptual ‘proto-beliefs’ which are 22

assessable for ‘truth-like’ conditions. I will return to this approach under the relation of IEM 
and nonconceptual content’s lack of compositionality.
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contrast, the state view holds that all content, whether perceptual or belief content, is about 

different kinds of states. 

2.4. State nonconceptualism versus content 

nonconceptualism 

As we have seen in the previous section there are various appealing aspects to the claim that 

there are nonconceptual ways of representing the world. Nonlinguistic and prelinguistic 

creatures display intentional behavior that require psychological explanations in terms of 

content-bearing states, as well as the argument that concept acquisition is a function of 

perceptual discrimination in a nonconceptual manner, and not the other way around. In light 

of the different compelling arguments in favor of the notion of nonconceptual content and the 

distinction between the conceptual/nonconceptual, there is another question that arises; 

exactly where is this distinction to be located? Is it a distinction between two different types 

of content, or rather two different types of content-bearing states? Heck (2000) argues there 

are two different interpretations of nonconceptual ways of representing, which has been 

termed the content view and the state view.  23

 There is some dispute whether the debate about nonconceptual content presupposes 

the content view or the state view. Heck (2000) has argued that Evans, when introducing the 

notion of  nonconceptual content, had the content view in mind, even though his language 

actually suggests sliding positions between the state and content view.  Nonconceptualism is 24

according to the content view about the content of experience. There is a fundamental 

difference between the type of content that perceptual experiences can have, and the type of 

content that beliefs and propositional attitudes can have. According to the state view, in 

contrast, type of content is the same for perceptual experiences and propositional attitudes. 

Nonconceptualism is rather about different kinds of states. For the state nonconceptualist it 

 See also Byrne (2003).23

 Many of the participants in the debate about nonconceptual content are not explicit about 24

whether they hold the state or the content view. It is arguable that contributors like Evans, 
Peacocke, McDowell and Heck hold the content view, and Tye, Brewer and Smith hold the 
state view.
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seems consistent to hold that that a subject have the same content in a belief as in perceptual 

experiences. However, in undergoing a perceptual experience the subject need not possess the 

concepts involved in a correct characterization of such content (Toribo, 2008). In contrast, a 

thinker is in a mental state with conceptual content if she possesses and deploys the concepts 

required to adequately describe or specify that content. According to the state view, the 

debate about nonconceptual content concerns the proper characterization of the psychological 

resources required to be in a representational state with a certain content. 

 However, many of the arguments in favor of nonconceptual perceptual experience are 

arguments in support of the content view. Central arguments like the richness of grain in 

perceptual experience which cannot be captured at the conceptual level, or the question about 

whether demonstrative concepts such as ‘that shade’ can capture the fine-grained 

representational content of a color experience, is clearly about whether or not perceptions can 

have the same content as beliefs. Thus Byrne (2003) concludes that a nonconceptual state is 

one that has nonconceptual content. According to the state view, the distinction between 

conceptual/nonconceptual is a distinction between types of states, those that are concept 

dependent and those that are not. One line of argument in favor of the state view could be that 

if all content is of a kind, i.e. informational, then ways of distinguishing between types of 

contents will be derivative on ways of distinguishing types of states.   25

 Bermúdez (2007) points to the challenge for the state view to clarify what basis there 

might be for a distinction between concept dependent and concept independent state types, 

other than the differences at the level of content of these states. The state view could offer no 

explanation of why it is that propositional attitudes are concept-dependent, and perceptual 

states are concept independent, if one holds that both states have contents of the same type. A 

natural explanation for why judgements are concept dependent, and not perceptual states, is 

to attribute this contrast to a difference in the types of contents involved. According to 

Bermúdez, it is hard to see what the basis for the distinction is unless one refers to the 

differences at the level of content. Bermúdez concludes that the state view seems not to be 

very plausible, and it is unlikely to be helpful in characterizing the conceptual/nonconceptual 

distinction. 

 Stalnaker (1998) argues against the content view by holding that all content is 25

nonconceptual, since he holds that both perceptual and conceptual content is possible 
worlds content (informational content).
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 I will not go further into the details of the arguments here. I side however with 

Bermúdez that the content view is the version that gives the sort of contrast to the debate of 

nonconceptualism which helps to explain why some states are concept-dependent, such as 

propositional attitudes, whereas other states, such as perceptual states, are concept 

independent. 

2.5. Nonconceptual Self-consciousness 

If we accept that concepts are dependent on language, and consider the strong reasons for 

ascribing thought-contents to non-linguistic creatures, we also have to take into account the 

existence of nonconceptual content. A nonconceptual content is one that can be ascribed to a 

thinker without that thinker having to possess the concepts required to specify that content. 

Even though there is some philosophical acceptance of the possibility of nonconceptual 

content, it doesn’t follow that there might exist nonconceptual first person contents. It is 

therefore essential to identify behavior in prelinguistic and nonlinguistic creatures which 

could give a theory of nonconceptual self-consciousness some empirical plausibility. I will in 

the following discuss two notions which are considered to involve the most fundamental 

forms of self-consciousness; visual perception and somatic proprioception. Bermúdez argues 

that it is beyond reasonable doubt that there is self-specifying information available in the 

field of vision (Bermúdez, 1998).  He also claims, however, that self-specifying information 26

is not enough for nonconceptual self-consciousness, one also needs to take into account the 

intimate relation between perception and action: Perceptual contents are first-person contents 

in virtue of their immediate connections with behavior.  In representing properties of the 27

environment, the subject simultaneously perceives possibilities for interaction with the 

 This broadly supported claim is related to the distinction between egocentric and 26

allocentric frames of reference (c.f. Evans (1982); Burge (2010). The distinction can be 
neglected for the purposes of this paper.

 Some argue that perception is constitutively dependent on action, and point to the fact 27

that: «only agents are perceivers» (Schellenberg, 2007). O’Brien states similarly on the 
importance of agency to the antecedents of self-consciousness: «It seems plausible that the 
point at which a creature actively evaluates at a personal level the possibilities for action is 
the point at which she gains a primitive self-consciousness of what she is doing» (2007: 
121).

!  26



environment. This information is necessarily self-related, since this information can only be 

perceived by the subject in this direct way.  

  

The senses are divided into two categories in the traditional view of perception. 

Exteroceptors are made up of the five outward directed senses, which provide information of 

the distal environment, to put it simply. Proprioceptors on the other hand consist of receptors 

in the skin, muscles and joints, and are inward directed. Based on Gibson’s early work on 

perception, and especially ecological optics, Bermúdez (1998) argues that visual perception 

contains simultaneously information about the self. An ability to recognize the difference 

between one’s own body and the rest of the world realizes a self/non-self differentiation. 

Gibson (1979) argues that visual perception incorporates a first-person perspective in the 

information it picks up about the inside and outside world, «vision obtains information about 

both the environment and the self» (Gibson, 1979: 183). Gibson’s point is that although 

proprioception and exteroception provide distinct information, they are both concurrently 

available to each sense. A central aspect of vision is the peculiar phenomenology of its 

boundedness, which reveal to the perceiver only a portion of the world at any given time 

(about half in the case of humans, due to the eyes’ frontal position). The field of vision also 

contains parts which occlude the environment, which basically are body parts like the nose, 

arms and legs. They enter the visual field, from below, and differ phenomenologically from 

how non-bodily objects occludes the environment, as Bermudez states: «The self appears in 

perception as the boundary of the visual field — a movable boundary that is responsive to the 

will» (Bermúdez, 2001: 135). The self becomes not only manifested by how the visual field 

is bounded, but also by the parts of the body that hide, or occlude the environment. The self 

and the environment are co-perceived, which means that the visual perception incorporates a 

first-person perspective in the information that is picked up about the surroundings. «The 
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perceived body parts are subjective object in the content of visual perception» (Bermudez, 

2003: 228).  28

  

Self-specifying information is also expressed in somatic proprioception, which informs the 

subject of her movement relative to the environment. Somatic proprioception provides a 

subject information about the state of the body, such as position of the limbs, muscular 

activity and its position in space. The load of constant changing visual information generated 

by motion is handled through what Gibson terms visual kinesthesis. A subject’s movement 

creates a changing pattern of flow in the visual field, and the perceptual awareness of the self 

involves keeping track of these changing structures with the invariant surfaces of bodily parts 

that emerge over time. Visual kinesthesis is adequate for distinguishing movement of self 

from movement of the environment, but it does not provide information that settles whether 

the movement is under her own motor control. This aspect of bodily sense in somatic 

proprioception comes into play in the experiments of ‘moving-room’ or in cases of 

deafferentation where patients have lost all bodily sensation from the neck down and must 

compensate their bodily control in movement with eyesight alone.  Subjects placed on solid 29

floors in rooms whose walls are moving independently will have a sensation that they are 

themselves moving. Moving-room experiments demonstrate the significance of visual 

kinesthesis and perceptual invariants where infants able to walk lose their balance, when 

 A potential objection to this line of argument is how one often is confusing the vehicle of 28

representation with the content of representation (Millikan, 1993). She states: «If there is a 
limit to what is represented, there is a corresponding limit to the vehicle of representation, 
and a limit to the vehicle of representation is then exported to be a representation of the 
limits of the represented. But the limit of a represented content is not a representation of a 
limit» (1993: 258). Millikan argues that though spatial relations can be perceptually 
represented, the limits (of the self) remains unarticulated in such representations.  

 A useful distinction here is Shaun Gallagher’s body image and body schema: «A body 29

image consists of a system of perceptions, attitudes and beliefs pertaining to one’s body. In 
contrast, a body schema is a system of sensory-motor capacities that function without 
awareness or the necessity of perceptual monitoring» (2005: 24). He introduces the 
distinction in order to account for perceptual disruptions and cases of deafferentation at the 
personal vs the sub-personal level. Gallagher describes the case of a patient, IW, who 
following a neuropathy, has lost all proprioceptive information below the neck, but is still able 
to move, by the help of visual perception alone. His movements are no longer automatic, 
since he has no contact with his body, and he has to monitor his movements by eyesight. 
Gallagher concludes that IW has lost his body schema, which has been imperfectly replaced 
by his body image. Efferent and afferent processes will be further addressed under 
counterexamples to the immunity principle below. 
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trying to compensate for what they registered as loss of balance, and crawling infants make 

compensating head movements in response to the perceived loss of balance (Bermúdez, 

2001: 136).  The difficulty with visual kinesthesis and perceptual invariants is that they can 30

explain the difference between self-movement and movement of the environment, but they 

are unable to differentiate between passive self-movement and active self-movement. 

Experiments in ecological optics suggest a sensitivity that is built into perception to keep 

track of the interdependence between perception and action. In addition to a direct sense of 

the limits of the body, a self-world dualism, proprioception gives this sense of potentiality for 

action: «Through feedback from kinesthesia, joint-position sense and the vestibular system 

we become aware of the body as an object responsive to the will» (Bermúdez, 2001: 149). 

The fundamentals of perceptual experience are based on the organism’s need to navigate and 

act in an environment.  

 Moving-room experiments suggest that a sensitivity to self-specifying information is 

built into perception in a way that demonstrates the relational interdependence between 

perception and action. Gibson’s term affordances is another notion that is central to how self-

specifying information is obtained. According to Gibson, an affordance is a higher-order 

invariant that has a (directly) perceived functional significance for an individual. Perception 

of affordances provides information about objects; i.e. a flat horizontal surface is perceived as 

‘walk-on-able’ or a swamp is perceived as ‘sink-into-able’. These are properties of the 

perceived objects that would be of relevance for an organism, as well as about the 

possibilities for action and reaction that they can afford. The environment has properties 

relevant to the abilities of each subject which allow the subject to react and act in different 

ways. Perceptual sensitivity to affordances has in a growing number of experiments after 

Gibson’s studies shown that this ability develops at a very early stage. Affordances at this 

basic level could be said to be sources of first-person content that are nonconceptual and still 

representational, since it relates environmental information to one’s own possibilities for 

action. The perception of affordances is a form of self-perception by an implicit sense of 

one’s own body as situated and active in the world (Bermúdez, 1998:100). 

 This is a directly perceivable self that Neisser (1988) terms the ‘ecological self’.30
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Bermúdez argues that this kind of self-specifying information is the first step in resolving the 

paradox of self-consciousness. Information derived from somatic proprioception and 

ecological vision gives us reason to think they yield a fundamental form of self-awareness in 

different ways.  The process of perceiving offers information about the «ecological self» 31

which «provides the epistemic ground for self-conscious judgements made on the basis of 

those perceptual states» (Bermúdez, 2002:100). Perceiving is a spatio-temporal process 

which provides a continuous flow of information about the embodied ecological self in the 

physical and social world, and as such it is possible for a creature to distinguish between 

itself and environment. It is for this reason a fundamentally contrastive notion.  

The next step in the development of a self-awareness is to consider the feature of ‘a point of 

view’ and having a sense of an enduring reality. Bermúdez argues that Gibson’s account 

suffers from one crucial limitation; it is synchronic rather than diachronic (1998: 142). Self-

specifying information in perception and proprioception offers a self-world distinction at any 

given moment, but not necessarily over time, which is quiet different from the kind of self-

consciousness which involves the capacity to represent oneself as an enduring thing, 

distinguishable from an environment which also endures over time.  What seems crucial to 32

having genuine self-consciousness, is having a point of view, which can provide diachronic 

information. Bermúdez argues that there is such a thing as a nonconceptual point of view, 

which means that the creature does not have a concept of enduring physical objects, but still 

has some sense of an enduring reality distinct from herself, which means having conscious 

memory. Diachronic awareness involves memory and cognitive abilities and is manifested in 

 An alternative approach worth mentioning at this point is Burge’s (2011) theory of 31

‘egocentric indexes’. The notion is introduced to account for the antecedents of conceptual 
self-representations. Egocentric indexes are primitive and nonconceptual forms of ego-
related representations, which become conceptual first when they are incorporated into 
propositional perceptual beliefs and propositional intentions. Egocentric indexes, which are 
grounded in representational competencies, have two constitutive functions; applications to 
spatial and temporal positions through perception and action, and immediate ego-relevance. 
The egocentric indexes are immune to reference failure. Burge’s account differs however  
from Bermúdez’s theory of nonconceptual self-consciousness in many aspects, but most 
importantly in that nonconceptual egocentric indexes contain no representations of 
psychological states.     

 In conceptual form, diachronic self-consciousness is typically taken as narrative in 32

structure, and integrates different life episodes allowing for a (more or less) coherent self-
understanding (c.f. Gallagher, 2007).
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different capacities; e.g. a creature can represent that an object exists at times other than those 

at which it is experienced, or the capacity to think about different routes to the same place 

(Bermúdez, 2001: 142). So when a creature is able to construct a cognitive map, and by this 

utilizing information to construct new routes, we might say that it is representing affordances 

and their temporal relations. The main issue here is that the development of a nonconceptual 

point of view involves certain forms of inductive reasoning, and Gibsonian affordances: 

«form one important class of representations over which this reasoning takes place. The 

spatial reading involved in developing a nonconceptual point of view upon the world is 

largely a matter of calibrating different affordances into an integrated representation of the 

world» (Bermúdez, 1998: 224). The theory of affordances expresses the coupling of 

perceiving and acting, since my interaction with the objects in my environment is directly 

related to what kind of affordances I perceive them as offering me. I will elaborate more on 

the significance of affordances when discussing the relation between nonconceptual content 

and action. Accordingly, we will see that perceptual sensitivity to affordances develops at a 

very early age when experimental evidence from developmental psychology and ethology is 

considered.   

The central argument Bermúdez presents seems to be that the information under 

consideration is not relevant per se, but rather it is in the manner in which it is given to the 

subject that we may find a reason to say that it is self-specifying. A central question that 

challenges this line of argument is whether this sort of information, given in this kind of way, 

is enough to grant a form of self-consciousness. Somatic proprioception involves perceiving 

certain bodily properties that are properties of one’s self, and Bermúdez is aware of the 

difficulty in directly concluding that this kind of perceptual state makes it a form of self-

consciousness. Genuine self-consciousness requires the further feature that those bodily 

properties should be perceived as properties of one’s self. Bermúdez (1998: 134) presents this 

line of argument in what he terms the ‘simple argument’ to see how this feature is obtained: 

1) The self is embodied. 

2) Somatic proprioception provides perceptions of bodily properties.  

3) Somatic proprioception is a form of self-perception. 
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4) Therefore, somatic proprioception is a form of self-consciousness. 

The main challenge here is to show how the conclusion 4) follows from the three premises. It 

would not be enough to define self-consciousness through knowledge of one’s bodily 

properties alone since one can perceive oneself without being aware that it is oneself that one 

is perceiving. So how do we get from self-perception to self-consciousness? Bermúdez 

formulates two core requirements for a thought to be genuinely self-conscious. The first; that 

such a thought should be about oneself in a way that is non-accidental, because it is IEM, and 

the second; that these thoughts ‘feed directly and immediately into action’. We normally 

move our bodies directly without any further mediation, and so to show that proprioception is 

self-conscious we need to assume that the self-consciousness is in place in the action itself. 

2.6. Nonconceptual Content and Intentional Action 

As discussed earlier, it is commonly held that in being in possession of representations with 

conceptual content it is possible for a subject to generalize, decompose, recombine and apply 

concepts independently of context. Non-linguistic animals and pre-linguistic infants lack 

these abilities, and so do not meet Evan’s Generality Constraint, since they do not have the 

necessary structural features that make them productive in a way that is domain-general. 

There are however instances where the behavior of non-linguistic creatures requires the 

ascription of representational states to allow an explanation of the flexibility of their actions. 

On this matter it seems that we need to appeal to the theoretical necessity of nonconceptual 

representational states, as in Bermúdez functionalist approach via inference to the best 

explanation.  

Let us recall Bermúdez’s ‘Priority Principle’; conceptual abilities require linguistic abilities 

and so creatures that lack linguistic abilities therefore lack concepts. Bermúdez also 

introduces the ‘Conceptual Requirement Principle’ which states that a creature’s conceptual 

repertoire determines the contents it can possess. The two principles taken together preclude 

non-linguistic creatures possessing states with content at all. He argues that there are good 
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reasons to reject the latter conceptual requirement principle, while keeping the Priority 

Principle. There are many instances where it makes sense to attribute nonconceptual 

representational states to creatures lacking linguistic abilities, as in interpretations of behavior 

where we cannot appeal to simple stimulus-response explanations. Such creatures are clearly 

representing their surroundings and their bodily states since there is no law-like relation 

between sensory input and behavioral output. When a creature facing similar situations 

displays different behaviors, it suggests that this behavior is a function of a complex 

interaction of states, which requires an intentional explanation. Say if a dog that is walking 

towards a bone, following his desire to satisfy his hunger, passes a mirror and reacts with 

skepticism toward his image, as if it were another dog, is clearly misrepresenting the 

situation. The dog might however well go through the same procedure later, without reacting 

to his observation of a dog in the mirror at all. Instances of this kind of behavioral variation 

can justify attribution of nonconceptual representational states, and, accordingly, the idea that 

such states could also be misrepresenting.  

Intentional behaviors are those that need to be explained in terms of an agent’s goals and 

desires that motivate action. Psychological explanations like these work because they make 

intelligible why a given action is rational or «makes sense» from the perspective of an agent 

in an environment (Hurley, 2006).  It could be said that intentional agency is on a middle 33

ground between stimulus-response behavior and conceptual abilities that is context-

independent, where actions express contentful states that meet minimal normative 

constraints. Intentional movement is based on rational relations between perceptions and 

intentions that is not invariant: «Intentional action requires behavior and norms rich enough 

to support distinctions between consistency and inconsistency. But conceptual abilities go 

well beyond this. They express the systematic articulation of content into concepts of 

properties and objects with generality of application» (Hurley, 1998). 

 Hurley brings forward interpretations of animal behavior from ethology where 

chimpanzees display intentional behavior in a certain situation, but are unable to generalize 

 Such explanations ascribe agents a type of «primitive normativity» Ginsborg (2011). Here 33

the term appeals to primitive normativity in the sense of primitive rationality, or «reasons»-
responsiveness. That said, Davidson has argued that the ability to respond to a mistake, as 
a mistake, is a necessary condition for an agent being rational, see Subjective, 
Intersubjective Objective, p 123-34, (2001)
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reasoning from one to another that is in relevant respects similar. These experiments with 

problem solving tasks seem to indicate that chimpanzees act as intentional agents and are 

capable of instrumental reasoning in a specific domain. This is a kind of limited flexibility 

that arguably can be explained as intentional actions with representational content, even in 

the absence of conceptual abilities. Hurley (2006) argues that animals display in experiments 

a ‘practical rationality’ which she describes as domain-specific reasons for action, despite 

their lack of conceptual abilities. Behavioral flexibility and generality can according to 

Hurley vary in nature and degree, and they can be present in intentional agency even when 

they are domain-specific. Arguably, concepts themselves come in degrees as well, so Hurley 

suggests that: «…creatures without full conceptual abilities can have reasons for 

action» (2006: 151).  

 Hurley allows degrees of conceptual abilities, which has resemblance to Bermúdez’s 

argument for gradation of cognitive capacities. Bermúdez proposes that inference to the best 

explanation warrants ascribing ‘proto-beliefs’ to nonlinguistic creatures that require 

explanations of intentional agency to account for their behavior. (1998: 118).  These 34

‘nonconceptual belief analogs’ are somewhat compositional and allow primitive inference 

and limited generation of further new nonconceptual contents from others. They cannot 

however be recombined and recomposed ‘globally’ as with their conceptual correlates, and 

thus fail to meet Evans’s Generality Constraint. I will come back to Bermúdez account of 

proto-beliefs when discussing IEM and nonconceptual content’s lack of compositionality.  

 The central point is that creatures lacking concepts can nonetheless display intentional 

behavior. In instances in which we cannot appeal to stimulus-response interpretation of 

behavior, we can justify attribution primitive forms of rationality, as an inference to the best 

explanation.  Intentional agency is as such on a middle ground between stimulus-response 35

behavior and context-independent conceptual abilities. An intentional agent who is capable of 

instrumental reasoning, or practical rationality, is in some way able to flexibly adjust 

behavior to achieve a desired goal. They can distinguish means from ends and recognize that 

there may be different means to the same end (Hurley, 2006). Such a limited flexibility is still 

 Bermúdez continues a line of argument from Peacocke’s (1992) use of proto-propositional 34

content.

 Bermúdez contends that no account of the behavior of an intentional system can be given 35

without reference to representational states (Bermúdez, 1998).
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domain-specific and does not conform to Evans’s generality constraint in the way conceptual 

representations do.  

We will now turn to studies on action flexibility and social cognitive abilities among infants 

where results have given rise to a reasonably broad consensus among developmental 

psychologists that first-person contents are at place early on in human development.  

2.7. First-person content in infancy and primary 

intersubjectivity 

Bermúdez believes that self-consciousness has its roots and basis in the process of sensory 

perception. Gibson´s theory shows that there is a duality of exteroceptive and proprioceptive 

information in perceptual experience which could account for nonconceptual first-person 

content. This offers a way for an explanation of how nonlinguistic creatures can have a 

primitive form of self-consciousness. The process of perceiving offers self-specifying 

information before we can speak of a conceptual self. Perception provides as such a source of 

self-specific content that is nonconceptual, but still representational, and that is as we will see 

available to non-linguistic infants. Bermúdez argues that if it can be demonstrated that these 

nonconceptual first-person contents are present and available from birth, then we can explain 

how advanced self-consciousness emerges from basic cognitive abilities (Bermúdez, 1998: 

123).  

 Now, the principle of parsimony should be addressed when theorizing on behavior, 

especially when we are interested in explaining cognitive abilities of nonlinguistic creatures. 

The principle, otherwise known as Ockham’s razor, requires that we should interpret behavior 

according to the lowest psychological faculty feasible. The distinction between mechanistic 

(stimulus-response) behavior and behavior that needs to be explained through 

representational states is not always clear, and it is possible that one ascribes complex 

representational states to creatures when simpler states can just as well account for the 

behavior. So when we are discussing beginnings of self-awareness we should try to avoid 
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what many hold is a blurring of relevant mental notions and distinctions. As Burge states, 

much of the literature on these questions: «vastly overstates the directness of connection 

between the phenomena being theorized about and self-awareness in any sense that involves 

representation of a representer’s own psychology» (2011: 296). So an important question is, 

when is it necessary to appeal to a representation of the environment, and ourselves, as 

opposed to mere processes of sensory registration? According to Bermúdez, the attribution of 

representational states with nonconceptual content to nonlinguistic creatures is an instance of 

inference to the best explanation. So we have this dynamic between parsimony and inference 

to the best explanation, with constraints of simplicity and explanatory power. As in cases 

when the observed behavior is invariant when facing some stimulus in the immediate 

environment, it would be most reasonable to appeal to simpler states in our explanations. 

Sensing does not need representation in order to exhibit functional success and failure: «A 

sensory system is functionally successful when its response to stimulus is associated in the 

environment with the macro-qualities that it evolved to respond to. But in nonconceptual 

sensory systems, success is only functional good fortune» (Burge, 2011: 296), and failure is 

bad fortune. On the other hand, displayed behavioral flexibility when encountering the same 

sensory input indicates that a creature’s behavior cannot be explained in a law-like manner. 

As argued above, no account of the behavior of an intentional system can be given without 

reference to representational states (as in how things are taken to be), and as such the 

possibility for misrepresentation. The same state of affairs can be perceptually represented in 

different ways, determined by the influence of varying beliefs governing what one expects to 

see. Misrepresentation could happen as well, when a creature is misrepresenting a current 

state of the world, or when perceiving objects as having properties they do not have. The 

existence or possibility of misrepresentation is taken as a decisive criterion for the necessity 

of bringing in representational states (Bermúdez, 1998: 88). So when is it necessary to appeal 

to representations of nonconceptual first-person contents, and in turn the possibility of 

nonconceptual self-consciousness? We have earlier discussed some basic forms of first-

person content, namely perception and proprioception, and I will now turn to examples from 

experimental research where these first-person contents come to expression.  
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I will in the following give examples from developmental psychology which arguably 

demonstrate different aspects of first-person contents among nonlinguistic infants. Since 

typical expressions of first-person content come into play in concert with other subjects, I 

believe that a theory of an emerging self-consciousness needs to take into account that this 

development arises only in the context of intersubjectivity. Self-consciousness develops 

through a process of increasingly complex differentiation between self and other, which leads 

to a more sophisticated and explicit theory of mind, and hence the need for an explicit self-

representation. The awareness of self and others is multifaceted and comes to expression in 

nonconceptual and conceptual ways. I believe that the transition from implicit to explicit self- 

and other representation is a gradual one, and in order to give an account of the phylogeny of 

self-consciousness, these levels of transition needs to be distinguished. My focus in the 

following will be to demonstrate how different first-person contents come to expression on 

the primary nonconceptual level in infants’ interaction with the environment and other 

subjects. 

Experimental studies dealing with developmental origins of self-awareness have until 

recently been restricted for a large part to the emergence of the identified or conceptual self 

(Rochat, 2009). In these studies, children of different ages are typically confronted with their 

specular image, while the experimenter records signs of self-recognition. The most common 

experimental paradigm includes self-recognition in a mirror, in photographs or audiovisual 

recordings. This ability is standardly tested with the help of the mirror technique, or ‘the 

rouge test’ in which the subject is marked with a red spot on her face and then observed in 

front of a mirror. Using the procedure elaborated by Gallup (1970) in his study on 

chimpanzees, Lewis and Brooks-Gunn (1979) showed that between fifteen and eighteen 

months infants attempt to touch or remove the spot of rouge that has been applied to their 

face. This behavior is interpreted as a sign of self-recognition.  Infants (nine months) 36

respond different to ‘contingent’ (simultaneously) and noncontingent (pre-recorded) video, 

preferring to watch the non-contingent attentively, but to play with the contingent (self-

 Gallup states: «An organism is self-aware to the extent that it can be shown capable of 36

becoming the object of his own attention» (1987: 3). There is some evidence that the 
phenomenon of mirror self-recognition can be found in other animals as well, e.g. some 
gorillas, elephants, dolphins and magpies. Gallup and others suggest that this ability 
correlates to large brain size, relative to body size. 
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controlled) image. One theory drawn from this was that other-directed behavior was more 

characteristic of infants in the first year, self-directed behavior of infants in the second year 

(Amsterdam, 1972; Lewis & Brooks-Gunn, 1979). However, it is only from the age of 15 

months that infants can distinguish between non-contingent images of themselves and other 

babies. Nevertheless, this fact should not necessarily be understood as the developmental 

origin of the sense of self. The basic theoretical assumption guiding the present research is 

that prior to self-recognition, or explicit self-identification, infants manifest an early 

(implicit) sense of self, and in particular their own body (Butterworth, 1990; Rochat, 1993).  

 What does mirror self-recognition show, following the experimental studies? 

Developmental psychologists have taken the mirror-test as a landmark for cognitive 

development, and as the index for infants being self-conscious with an emerging conceptual 

self (Rochat, 2009). A less inflationary view is that the test indicates little more than bodily 

self-awareness. An organism seeing its own reflection might view it in some way as an 

extension of the body, a visual-kinesthetic matching, where the organism matches the visual 

experience of its image in the mirror with the proprioceptively experienced movement of its 

own body (Mitchell, 1993). That said, subjects that recognize themselves in a mirror do 

probably not take the mirror image as a physical entity located behind the mirror. This is 

because the image is distal and unconnected to their body. Instead they most likely 

understand what they see is a representation of their bodies.   37

 There is broad agreement among developmental psychologists that mirror self-

recognition requires a combination of certain relatively advanced and sophisticated cognitive 

and perceptual capacities. This includes detection of the contingent nature of the mirror 

image, monitoring proprioceptive output, self-identification by means of distinctive features, 

comprehension of the reflected image and self-attribution of the image (Butterworth, 1992). 

Passing the mirror test might imply an understanding that one can be perceived by others, 

that is from the third person perspective. Mirror self-recognition is generally found to be 

accompanied by the development of so-called secondary or self-conscious emotions, like 

expressions of embarrassment and pride (e.g. shy smiling, gaze aversion, and self touching) 

 Another aspect is that there is a variety of self-related cognitive skills that develop 37

simultaneously over time (e.g. self-naming, self-recognition in photographs, etc), and 
possibly that matching moving mirror self-images with one’s own movements, enhances self-
recognition.
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(Lewis, 1992). Infants at this stage begin to have a sense of being a potential object of 

perception in their surroundings, and their emotional attitudes are affected by this 

understanding. Secondary emotions relate to the infant evaluating himself against a social 

standard on different levels. Whereas the primary emotions may be directly evoked as a 

reaction to some stimulus, without an intervening self-appraisal, the secondary emotions are 

based on self-aware considerations. Expressions of coyness, shame and pride may imply that 

the infant begins to understand that she is a subject who can be observed by others, and she 

can as well observe the behavior of others, other beings with intentional attitudes. To use 

Rochat’s (2009) terminology, it therefore seems plausible that from this point onward, the 

child has ‘others in mind’, a subject among subjects.  38

Examples from empirical research demonstrate an awareness of self and other even at the 

earliest stage, in the innate tendency of infants to cry in response to the crying of other 

infants. Infants only hours old stop crying when they hear their own recorded crying, whereas 

they cry more when they hear another baby crying (Martin & Clark, 1982). These could also 

be an example of self-perception, i.e. by discriminating between their own crying and crying 

of others, they are able to differentiate and get self-specifying information out of auditory 

information. Another example demonstrating expressions of first-person content is how 

babies, from the earliest age, learn and remember to kick with their legs in a certain way to 

activate a ‘mobile’. Learning in this particular example is based on infants’ sensitivity to the 

co-occurence of visual and proprioceptive feedback that specifies their own agency in 

relation to the mobile. This early capacity allows young infants to situate themselves as 

perceiver and actor in the environment, which probably is at the origin of infants’ ability to 

perceive themselves as differentiated and situated entities (Rochat, 1993; Butterworth, 1990). 

 Empirical evidence further suggests that infants from a very early age, have some 

ability to differentiate between themselves as imitators and the model they imitate, an ability 

which might even be innate. Meltzoff and Moore (1977) have demonstrated that newborns 

seem to imitate the facial gestures of adults, such as tongue protrusion and mouth opening. 

 Autistic children, who seem to have deficits ascribing the mental states of others, show a 38

delay in the development of self-recognition, and some never display signs of mirror self-
recognition (Spiker & Ricks, 1984). Other deficits relating to aspects of self- and other-
awareness in autism, like imitation and development of social emotions, see Hobson, 2011.
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The rationale for the research was to provide more direct evidence of early expression of 

differentiation between external and interoceptive stimulation. Although newborns do not 

have a visual perception of their own faces, or any other conceptual aspects of a developed 

body image, research on imitative behavior suggests that infants are able to match visual 

information about the facial expression of others with a proprioceptive awareness of their 

own faces. They use the proprioceptive experience to copy the movements of others, and 

even monitor, correct and improve their imitations. Infants thus have the capacity to act out 

what they see in the face of the other, and can recognize what they see as one of their own 

capabilities (Gallagher and Meltzoff, 1996). Some researchers have argued that the ability to 

match first-person and third-person inputs is innate, though the innateness of this behavior 

remains controversial.   39

 Infants display imitative behavior over long delays and they improve their gestural 

performances over time, suggesting it is not based on any reflexes or innate releasing 

mechanisms. Meltzoff showed that nine-month-olds can imitate an experimenter’s unique 

actions after a twenty-four-hour delay, and even within three to four days after birth 

newborns show an ability to discriminate and recognize their mother’s face. Imitation as such 

involves memory and representation. A number of empirical results have demonstrated that 

imitation from memory was possible and that infants can generate action on the basis of 

stored representation. (Meltzoff & Moore, 1977).  They perceive the distinction between 40

themselves and others as well as similarities between themselves and others. The capacity to 

imitate thus demonstrates a primary intersubjectivity, and provides a basis for a developing 

conceptual scheme for self- and other-differentiation.  

 See Heyes, C. (2009). Where do mirror neurons come from? Neuroscience and 39

Biobehavioral Reviews, 34(4), 575-583, for an account that suggests that mirror neurons 
develop on the basis of sensorimotor learning processes, rather than constituting an innate 
module for imitation and action recognition.

 Experimental results on imitation and self/other discrimination might suggest some level of 40

episodic memory. It has been argued that self-awareness is not possible without a sense of 
unity of one’s psychological and bodily properties over time. This relates more to a sense of 
personal identity than self-awareness, but it could be argued that episodic memory is not 
possible without self-awareness. There is also an implicit self-concept involved in episodic 
memory, e.g. as a memory from when I was traveling last summer, I remember (or re-
experience) it as part of my past. The ability to remember time-sequenced events allows 
forward as well as backward mental time travel (Tulving, 2005). Future planning is part of 
this, and there are recent positive experimental results of future planning in nonhuman 
creatures as well (as in scrub jays; eg. Raby et. al, 2007).
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These results again show that perceptual experience offers a richness of self-specifying 

information, they perceive their possibilities or affordances for acting, which reveals to them 

how to act and react, as well as how they are situated (Bermudez, 1998:126). For the infant, a 

gesture is something that affords imitation, as it reveals how to act or react systematically 

based on observation. This point leads to the transitional process from implicitly self-related 

information to a more explicit represented self-consciousness. In order to explain this 

transition however we need an account of how we get from nonconceptual first-person 

content to the capacity for explicit self- and other-representation. 
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3. Nonconceptual Content and Immunity 

3.1. Nonconceptual Content and IEM 

Judgements with the IEM property are self-conscious, in that they are typically expressed 

with the first-person pronoun. If first-person nonconceptual contents have that same property 

of IEM, could we conclude that they are forms of self-consciousness? Bermúdez and nearly 

all participants in this dialectic accept that contents cannot be considered genuinely self-

conscious unless they possess the IEM property.  This places a decisive significance on the 41

question whether nonconceptual first-person contents can be construed as IEM. 

 For a thought to be about oneself in a way that is not accidental means that it cannot 

ascribe properties to oneself without the thinker being aware that the individual in question is 

oneself, and this appears to be a consequence of the immunity to error through 

misidentification of first-person thoughts, e.g. one cannot imagine a subject being in pain 

who simultaneously wonders whether it is really herself who is in pain. The same evidence 

base will apply to proprioception: «One of the distinctive features of proprioception is that it 

is subserved by information channels that do not yield information about anybody’s bodily 

properties except my own (just as introspection does not yield information about anybody’s 

psychological properties except my own» (Bermúdez, 1998: 147). Is that to say that 

proprioception is IEM, since somatic proprioception cannot give rise to thoughts that are  

accidentally about oneself? A thought that is IEM allows for the possibility that it 

misrepresents the property that is being ascribed, while it cannot misrepresent the subject 

possessing that property. Since nonconceptual states are noncompositional and thus lack 

subject-predicate structure, no such representation of the subject is available. Proponents of 

nonconceptual content lack the use of compositionality, in contrast to discussions concerning 

first-person judgements and IEM. Evans, for example, does not fall into this difficulty since 

his ‘I’-thoughts possess conceptual structure that relates to what Shoemaker’s long form 

 Note, there has been much discussion on the precise to formulate IEM, c.f. Campbell 41

1999; Peacocke 1999, Pryor 1999. Campbell remarked that IEM can be used as a datum to 
test the strength of theoretical approaches to the first person.
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indicates; the IEM relative to the first person pronoun. On this account misrepresentation is 

possible with regard to the predicate position and the ascription of bodily properties.  

 For the moment let us recall the basic argument of the immunity principle. There is a 

certain class of judgements, highlighted by Wittgenstein and later labeled and explored 

further by Shoemaker, that permit error in the predicate position, but do not leave the subject 

of the predication in question. Since information is being given in this particular way it 

obviates the need for identifying its source. One such information source is introspection.  If 42

I know through introspection that someone is thinking about tangerines then I know that it is 

I who is thinking about tangerines. This does not mean that introspection and comparable 

sources of information cannot be mistaken. I could for example be thinking about 

clementines and not tangerines. There is however a type of error that they do not permit; 

these judgements cannot be mistaken about who it is who has the particular thought in 

question.  It would be senseless to think: someone is thinking about tangerines, but is it me? 43

First-person bodily awareness, as Gareth Evans argued in Varieties of Reference (1982), share 

this kind of epistemological property with conceptual forms of self-consciousness, such as 

introspection and autobiographical memory. He concluded that interoception, movement and 

position sense are foundations for judgements that has IEM property. The information-

sources that give rise to judgements with the IEM property all share the same feature; that is 

providing information that is only about the self. Bermúdez goes on and argues that these 

contents are IEM in virtue of the evidence base from which they are derived, or the 

information on which they are based, and not in virtue of any particular predicate, «One of 

the distinctive features of somatic proprioception is that it is subserved by information 

channels that do not yield information about anybody’s bodily properties except my own (just 

 The term ‘introspection’ is somewhat hard to define. For my present purpose, I understand 42

it as first-personal ways of being aware of mental states. 

 There are potential counterexamples to the modal force of the criterion ‘could not be 43

mistaken’ as in pathologies of various kinds, e.g. schizophrenia and alien hand syndrome, or 
in complicated possible world scenarios of ‘wired minds’. I will discuss the case of 
schizophrenia later.
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as introspection does not yield information about anybody’s psychological properties except 

my own» (Bermúdez, 1998: 147).   44

 Some of these information-sources are plainly forms of self-consciousness, as in the 

case of introspection, which it seems hard to construe as anything but a form of self-

consciousness. There are however many differences between nonconceptual bodily 

awareness and introspection, taken as sources of self-related information, and we have no 

reason to jump to conclusions about their shared IEM property. A crucial distinction at this 

point is that nonconceptual content is essentially noncompositional, while conceptual 

representations have structural features that permit subject and predicate representations. This 

is why we can have first-person judgements that permit error in the predicate position, but do 

not leave the subject of the predication in question. Meeks (2006) has argued that lack of 

compositionality is a challenge for the nonconceptualist’s use of the immunity principle, 

since there is no internal structure required to distinguish between subject and predicate. He 

concludes that states with nonconceptual content cannot be immune to error through 

misidentification. I will present his arguments in more detail below, and some strategies to 

meet them. First I want to address different functions of the first-person pronoun, before 

discussing how self-conscious thoughts have immediate relevance for action, namely because 

they are IEM. 

   

3.2. I-thoughts and implications for action 

To understand the structure of self-consciousness and its representational abilities we should 

as well investigate how the first-person pronoun is used. The canonical expression of self-

conscious thoughts involves the first-person pronoun. Other ways of expressing these 

thoughts are self-designating expressions such as proper names, descriptions or 

 Both Evans and Bermúdez identifies the relevant information channels, i.e. proprioception, 44

that give rise to judgements which are IEM. There are however decisive differences between 
their two accounts. Evans denies ascription of self-consciousness in absence of mastery of 
the first person pronoun, and he holds that proprioceptive mental states do not qualify as 
experiences before conceptual and reasoning abilities are applied (1982: ch.7). In contrast, 
Bermúdez argues that nonconceptual proprioceptive experience is itself a source of self-
awareness, and as such, does not have a subject-predicate structure at his disposal (1998: 
150). I will return to the implications of Bermúdez’s position relating to IEM below.
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demonstrative phrases. The semantic role of the first-person pronoun is that it necessarily 

refers to the speaker uttering it, and by performing speech acts involving it, one does not need 

to self-identify. There is however an aspect with self-ascriptions that differs from other 

expressions which must be addressed, in that some first-person thoughts seem essentially 

unlike other contents that represent the subject. Consider the following ascriptions where a 

person employs a token of ‘I’: 1) I will be forty years next year, and 2) JF* will be forty years 

next year. Intuitively it seems like the latter permits a possibility of self-misidentification 

while the former does not. Self-ascriptions that involve the first-person pronoun may have the 

same truth conditions as third-person ascriptions, but they do not have the same cognitive 

significance. Thoughts expressed with the first-person pronoun refer non-accidentally, and 

there is no need for further identification. In contrast, 2) will leave open the possibility that I 

am thinking of my self only accidentally. Ascriptions involving the first-person pronoun also 

have immediate implications for action, unlike ascriptions involving a name or a definite 

description, exemplified in this well known way by John Perry: 

 I once followed a trail of sugar on a supermarket floor, pushing my cart down the aisle on one 
 side of a tall counter and back the aisle on the other, seeking the shopper with the torn sack to 
 tell him he was making a mess. With each trip around the counter, the trail became thicker. 
 But I seemed unable to catch up. Finally it dawned on me. I was the shopper I was trying to 
 catch (Perry, 1993: 27). 

Perry was aware that someone was making a mess, and this thought did de facto refer to him. 

He was however not aware that this thought referred to him until he realized that he himself 

was making the mess. Perry demonstrates that one can entertain many thoughts that are in 

fact about oneself, such as in his examples: ‘Someone is making a mess’ or ‘The only 

bearded philosopher in the market is making a mess’ without realizing that these thoughts or 

descriptions refer to oneself. In contrast to those kinds of beliefs there is a class of thoughts, 

namely, de se thoughts, that can only be entertained by a subject if that subject is aware that 

the thoughts are self referring. These thoughts are non-accidentally self-referring. The 

canonical expression of these thoughts are expressed by the first-person pronoun, and it is in 

Perry’s example this non accidentally self-referring thought that will make him take action 

and fix his leaking sack. 
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 De se beliefs have to be distinguished from de re or de dicto beliefs. A thought de 

dicto is a classical propositional attitude ascription, for example of the form: «John believes 

that Lisa is going to Spain next week.» In this example, John believes the dictum (what is 

being said) or proposition, namely, «that Lisa will go to Spain next week.» One might also 

say that he has a belief about someone, in this case Lisa, which is to say that he has a belief 

de re.  As we have just seen, Lisa can also have a thought about herself, if she also knows that 

it is about herself, and this is a thought de se. We might for instance say: «Lisa beliefs that 

she* (herself) is going to Spain next week.»  But as we have just seen in the example from 45

Perry, not all beliefs about oneself have to be de se. Lisa might have a de dicto belief about 

herself, such as «Lisa believes that the best student in her class will go to Spain next week» 

where the best student in class is identical to her. In this case she has a belief about herself, if 

Lisa is the best student in her class, but it is possible that she fails to realize that this belief is 

actually about herself. This distinctive functional role of self-conscious thoughts shows that 

beliefs de dicto or de re do not imply beliefs de se, suggesting that first-person thoughts are 

irreducible to thoughts de dicto or de re (Castaneda, 1966; Perry, 1993). 

 Awareness of the self-referring nature of a belief is required for that belief to have 

guaranteed implications for action, since it is only when realizing that a thought is about 

myself, as in Perry’s example, that I can take appropriate action. A thought expressed with the 

sentence ‘I am F’ has immediate implications for action, which is not necessarily present in a 

thought expressible as ‘a is F’, even when ‘I’ and ‘a’ are co-referential. Thoughts that are 

known by me to be about myself are characteristically specified in direct speech by means of 

the first-person pronoun (or following Castaneda in indirect speech by means of she* or he*). 

The first-person pronoun is therefore referred to as the essential indexical by John Perry. 

 The work of Castaneda and Perry demonstrates that these implications for action are 

in some ways constitutive of self-conscious thought. The absence of a certain kind of gap 

between thought and action is an important aspect of what makes these thoughts self-

 A convention established by Castaneda (1966), the asterix serves to indicate the s/he of 45

self-consciousness, or the «s/he herself/himself»-locution (Chisholm, 1981)
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conscious.  In contrast there will always be a potential gap between thought and action when 46

a self-ascription has to rely on an identification component (cf. Bermúdez, 1998, ch. 1). 

I will now focus more closely on IEM and how it relates to the first person pronoun. I will 

also pay attention to some potential problems for the IEM property relating to examples from 

pathology, before discussing challenges we face when deploying IEM in theories of non-

conceptual content. 

3.3. IEM relative to the first-person pronoun 

Let us recall Wittgenstein’s (1958) distinction between two different uses of the first-person 

pronoun: ‘I’ used as subject and ‘I’ used as object. The latter, he claims, permits the 

possibility of misidentifying the user of the first-person pronoun, while the former does not.  47

An expression like «I am in pain» is an example where the identification of the speaker does 

not seem to be in question. In a self-conscious ascription of a property it is no accident that I 

recognize that I am the subject of the ascription, as in Wittgenstein’s example: «The man who 

cries out with pain, or says that he is in pain, doesn't choose the mouth which says it» (1958, 

p. 68). In this case it would be senseless to ask «Are you sure it is you who is in pain?» 

Wittgenstein points to what it would be reasonable to ask a person who uses the first-person 

pronoun. As Evans (1982) argues that such judgments do not contain an identification 

component. In the last case the subject cannot commit an error of misidentification relative to 

the first-person pronoun, which is Shoemaker’s long form of the principle. He introduces the 

notion of IEM in the following way: 

 In so far as the link between de se representations and actions is not automatic, this gap 46

is not to be understood as an exclusion of a subject’s modulation of her response to what 
she knows/thinks/perceives to be the situation. My use of the first-person pronoun to signify 
agency does not require verification of certain criteria in order to judge, on the basis of 
observation or inference, that I am the one who is acting. These thoughts link self-ascription 
and agency in a way that make self-identification obsolete. 

 Wittgenstein claims that in cases where ‘I’ is used as subject is not a referring expression 47

at all. This position is pursued and defended by Anscombe (1975).
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 To say that a statement «a is ф» is subject to error through misidentification relative to the 
 term «a» means that the following is possible: the speaker knows some particular thing to be 
 ф, but makes the mistake of asserting «a is ф» because, and only because, he mistakenly  

 thinks that the thing he knows to be ф is what «a» refers to (Shoemaker, 1968: 557). 

Shoemaker describes a mistake which is not possible in statements that are immune to error 

through misidentification with respect to the term «a». When the first-person pronoun is used 

as subject in thinking and speaking there is no need to ask who it is that is doing the thinking 

or speaking. One could imagine that when for example thinking: «I am feeling anger» I might 

be wrong about whether it really is anger that I am feeling, perhaps it would more accurately 

be described as fear or irritation, but the important point is that I cannot be mistaken about 

who it is that is having the feeling in question. So that a thought being immune to 

misidentification still allows for the possibility that it misrepresents the property being 

ascribed. It cannot, however, misrepresent the subject possessing the property. Such a thought 

can «what»-misrepresent, but it cannot «who»-misrepresent (Meeks, 2006). If knowledge of 

these identifying properties depended upon identifying something as oneself, we would end 

in an infinite regress, as Shoemaker argues: «where the use of ‘I’ does involve an 

identification, the making of the identification will always presuppose the prior possession of 

other first-person information» (1996: 211). In other words, these thoughts ultimately have to 

be grounded in thoughts that are IEM, and every self-identification already presupposes some 

kind of self-knowledge. Epistemologically, ‘I’-thoughts used as subject must be prior to those 

used as object. 

 Shoemaker also stresses that whether self-ascriptions are IEM or not, should not be 

confused with the distinction between corrigible and incorrigible (1968, p. 556). One can 

indeed be wrong about the properties ascribed, even though one cannot make an error 

regarding the subject of the ascription, and so one cannot be said to be in possession of 

knowledge. Bermudez follows Shoemaker and Evans in the same manner, and writes: 

 The category of first-person contents being picked out is not defined by its subject matter or 
 by any points of grammar. What demarcates the class of judgements and beliefs that are  
 immune to error through misidentification is the evidence base from which they are derived, 
 or the information on which they are based… (Bermúdez, 1998: 6). 
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As earlier stated, according to Wittgenstein, the immunity principle only applies to the self-

ascription of mental states, not to the self-ascription of bodily states. It is possible that the 

arm I am watching is not mine, but it is not possible to be mistaken about the pain that I am 

experiencing is my own (Wittgenstein, 1958). Evans argues on the other hand that IEM can 

apply to bodily self-ascriptions as well, given that they are based on the right kind of 

evidence (i.e., evidence «from the inside,» through somatic proprioception). Evans’ argument 

on IEM and bodily ascriptions takes us back to the main theme; how the immunity principle 

could be applied in theories of non-conceptual self-conscious states. As in the above 

arguments in favor of nonconceptual self-consciousness it has been suggested that the ability 

to entertain ‘I’-thoughts or de se thoughts is independent of concept possession in general. 

Moreover, as we have seen, Bermúdez has introduced many reasons why we need 

nonconceptual representation to explain the emergence of ‘I’-thoughts with their specific 

characteristics; their implications for action, their non accidental self-reference and their 

property of being immune to misidentification. The thought-language principle has been 

rejected, and with this a turn ‘away from language’ towards nonconceptual forms of self-

consciousness (Hurley, 1997; Bermúdez, 1998).  

Mental states such as being in pain or entertaining a thought are traditionally regarded as 

strong candidates for being IEM. However, some challenging counterexamples from 

pathology to the claim enshrined in IEM need to be addressed. I will discuss some challenges 

concerning how well IEM stands as a criterion for self-consciousness relating to pathological 

cases of alienation. These cases have been claimed to refute the thesis that self-ascriptions of 

mental states based on introspection are immune to error through misidentification. While I 

will argue that some of these objections from counterexamples are not devastating to the 

principle of immunity, we will see that it places some constraints on the status. We will then 

be in a position to go on to discuss more closely how successful theories of nonconceptual 

self-consciousness are in fulfilling the characteristics for ‘I’-thoughts in relation to IEM. 
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3.4. Sense of ownership and sense of agency 

Self-ascribing properties are immune to misidentification because of their evidence base, and 

we avoid an infinite identifying regress since the use of ‘I’ as subject is not dependent on 

other first-person information to self-identify. There is controversy concerning where we find 

these evidence bases, but some sort of self-related information ought to provide a basis for 

first-person thoughts to avoid a regress. One could say that self-ascription of any property 

presupposes a more fundamental form of self-consciousness. There are however potential 

objections to the existence of such a pre-reflective evidence base which is IEM in cases from 

pathology. It has been suggested that schizophrenic experiences such as thought insertion and 

delusions of control represent a failure of the immunity principle. Campbell (1999) has 

fronted this as a counterexample to IEM since experience of inserted thoughts involve an 

error of identification. Patients report that thoughts (or actions) are coming into their own 

head, that are not their own, and consequently are experienced as alien. It seems that one can 

entertain and be aware of a thought and simultaneously fail to ascribe the thought to oneself. 

This is a challenge for how pre-reflective and identification-free information should work 

according to the immunity principle. This kind of information ought to be IEM, namely 

because it cannot deliver information about anyone but oneself. If cases of thought insertion 

are reported accurately, according to how they are experienced and taken at face value, will 

they violate the immunity principle? 

 This counterexample has been addressed within phenomenological literature. 

Gallagher (2000) argues that a distinction between sense of agency and sense of ownership is 

helpful in understanding experience of thinking and movement. He points to the fact that 

when we are engaged in some action we implicitly feel the action to be ours and have a sense 

of generating it and controlling it. We don’t have to reflectively evaluate the action in regard 

to the prior intentions. It seems like the acting itself has an implicit sense of self-agency 

which is simultaneous with acting. If I am pushed forward against my own volition, I will 

lack a sense of agency, but I will at the same time experience ownership of the movement. In 

schizophrenic symptoms of thought insertions or delusions of control there will on the other 

hand lack a quality of mineness or sense of ownership. There is however a recognition that 

they are still the subject’s thoughts, in the sense that I am the subject in whom these inserted 
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thoughts are occurring. Thus there is no confusion as to where or in whom the alien thoughts 

and involuntary movements occur (Gallagher, 2000; Colivia, 2002). The patients do not lack 

the quality of mineness completely, since there is an awareness that this intrusion is actually 

happening within them. Indeed, this sense is the very basis of the complaint. Schizophrenics 

express that these thoughts are still experienced as occurring in their own minds, and the 

movements are still happening to their own bodies. The problem is that they don’t feel 

responsible for generating them, and therefore experience a lacking sense of agency. This 

seems to indicate that some sense of ownership is still maintained in schizophrenic delusions.  

 According to a cognitive model on schizophrenia developed by Frith (1992), there is 

an underlying mechanism that originates in faulty neural processes. Based on observations of 

motor behavior, he introduces a bottom-up approach where problems that develop at the 

neuronal level could lead to a loss of actual experience of agency. According to Frith there is 

a comparator model of thoughts that is analogous to the comparator model of motor actions. 

The efference signals, the signals that the brain sends to the muscles to make them move, and 

simultaneously processes that keep our actions on track as they develop, is sent to a 

comparator as a copy. The comparator stores the efferent copy, and then compares it to the 

proprioceptive information about the prior movement. When a lack of sense of agency occurs 

there is a mismatch between efferent copy and afferent sensory-feedback. Frith proposes that 

there is a similar mechanism for thoughts and inner speech. This theory has been criticized by 

different authors since the sense of agency might be disrupted by multiple aspects, depending 

on which contributory element is disrupted.   48

 The central idea is that thought insertion seems not to entail a lack of sense of 

ownership at the personal level, even though there are disturbances on the subpersonal level. 

As we have seen in schizophrenic experiences, there is a feeling that involuntary actions and 

inserted thoughts are still occurring within their own bodies and minds, so there is an intact 

sense of ownership, and since the immunity principle is linked to the sense ownership, it 

remains intact. 

 Others have suggested that the problem of thought insertion is based on second-order 48

mis-interpretation (Stephens and Graham, 2000). The impression that such thoughts are 
actually generated by someone other than the subject is the result of delusional 
metarepresentational interpretation (Gallagher, 2000).
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 Another potential counterexample to IEM that is worth addressing is cases of Alien 

Hand Syndrome or unilateral neglect, where stroke patients ignore the left sides of their 

bodies. In such cases they will claim that a part of their body is not experienced as theirs, and 

the sense of ownership for one’s body is somehow confused. There is clearly a 

misidentification, but in such cases there is neither a violation of the immunity principle since 

the misidentification is made to the body ‘as object’. The arm is no longer experienced as a 

part of their body, and it is regarded as an object that they do not identify with (Gallagher & 

Zahavi, 2008).  

 For the present purposes it is sufficient to understand, independently of whether one 

accepts the distinction between ownership and agency, that IEM relates to pathologies of self-

ascription in that introspective awareness of a thought is sufficient to make it your own. This 

is the case even though there are circumstances where one could fail to apply the first-person 

concept correctly, or if the subject does not have mastery of the first-person concept in the 

first place. The point about immunity to misidentification and the potential objections here 

brought forward, is that emerging thoughts (or actions) are self-involving in the sense that if 

one forms a thought from the right kind of informational base, then there can be no doubt 

about who the subject of the thought is, even though one fails to form a correct a first-person 

judgement. As Gallagher states:  

 For that reason the schizophrenic should provide a positive answer to what he might regard as 
 a nonsensical question: are you sure that you are the one who is experiencing these thoughts? 
 After all, this is precisely his complaint. He is experiencing thoughts that seem to be  
 generated by others (2000: 226).  

He experiences these thoughts as part of his own stream of consciousness, which is 

impossible to misidentify, while simultaneously experiencing these thoughts as inserted for 

which he has no sense of agency. Much of the argument of how IEM applies to first-person 

judgements appears to depend on the fact that the information under consideration is given to 

the subject in a specific way. There is a special informational link between these thoughts and 

the underlying informational base, in which there can be no further question as to who the 

subject of the thought is, even though there are circumstances in which one fails to apply the 
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first-person concept. Thus the phenomenon of inserted thoughts, or other pathological 

experiences, do not pose counterexamples to the immunity principle. 

As was just discussed, introspective awareness of a thought is sufficient for knowing that 

thought is one’s own, even though if one is wrong about who is causing the thought. I will 

now return to the question whether the property of immunity is applicable to nonconceptual 

content. 

3.5. Immunity to error through misidentification 

revisited 

Bermúdez argues that to be considered forms of primitive self-consciousness, then these 

forms must at least meet the requirements for how representational states are to be considered 

self-conscious; namely immediate implications for action, in addition to the requirement that 

thoughts must be nonaccidentally about oneself, exactly because they are IEM (1998: 147-8). 

The latter is a central criterion for self-consciousness, and I will argue in the following that 

there are some challenges for positions in favor of nonconceptual forms of representation that 

make use of the immunity principle. 

 In discussions concerning immunity to misidentification it is not so clear whether 

proponents of nonconceptual content have the same theoretical tools at their disposal as in the 

case where the principle is related to judgments. If immunity is a necessary condition of self-

consciousness it will on this point be essential to see whether IEM is applicable to both 

nonconceptual and conceptual states. If it is such that IEM is only applicable to states with 

conceptual content then ascription of self-consciousness to beings that do not possess 

conceptual abilities would consequently not have the same theoretical strength. 

Nonconceptual content as discussed earlier relates to perceptual states and how the organism 

interacts with the world in terms of affordances in the environment. Bermúdez argues that 

immunity could be applied to states with nonconceptual content on the basis of how somatic 
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proprioception and perception yield information in a distinct and direct manner for a subject. 

These states seem to provide the right kind of evidence base because they: «cannot give rise 

to thoughts that are accidentally about oneself» (1998: 148). I cannot proprioceive that 

someone´s arm is stretched without thereby proprioceiving that my arm is stretched. 

Information about the environment is provided for the subject through perception, and since 

perception is from a specific perspective, it simultaneously contains self-related information. 

These are representational states because they, like any other representational state, are 

causally sensitive to sensory input and behavioral output. Bermúdez argues in the same 

manner when it comes self-locating perceptions:  

 The embodied self is fixed as a distinctive object at the origin of the field of view in such a 
 way that perceptually derived information about the position of the objects in the world is 
 explicitly relational…[Their] immunity to error through misidentification derives from the 
 fact that this relational information yielded by vision could not be information about the  
 position of anyone but oneself (2003, p. 226).  

  

In gaining perceptual (and proprioceptive) information about the relative position of objects 

in my environment I ipso facto gain information concerning myself and my relation to these 

objects. Perception is such a source of self-ascriptions that are IEM, and I will argue that 

these judgements are IEM because their nature is self-concerning, rather than representing 

the self.  49

 Nonconceptual content is considered to be noncompositional in contrast to conceptual 

content which can be decomposed and recombined independent of context. Nonconceptual 

content is as earlier stated defined negatively, in opposition to conceptual content which 

meets Evan’s Generality Constraint. Nonconceptual content of experience «provides a way of 

carving up the world which is not a way of carving it up into object, properties, or situations 

(i.e., the components of truth conditions)» (Cussins, 2003:134). Nonconceptual content does 

not have the structural features required for an explicit predication relation of the form «a is 

F» or explicit self-representation «I am F». Explicit self-representation requires content that 

is compositional, and thus with conceptual content. If we consider that the self is represented 

in perception and proprioception, and that these states qualify as candidates for the immunity 

 For a discussion on the notion of representation that concerns an aspect rather than being 49

about it, see J. Perry (1986) «Thought without representation». 
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principle even though the self is not explicit, we must according to Meeks (2006) give an 

account of how nonconceptual states allow for the possibility of misrepresentation. Meeks 

argues, that to qualify as representational and to be considered contents at all, nonconceptual 

content must allow for the possibility of misrepresentation. As earlier discussed, self-

ascriptions are IEM because it is impossible for these judgements to misrepresent the subject 

while still allowing for misrepresenting a self-ascribed property. In other words, a judgement 

that is IEM must be able to ‘what’-represent without being able to ‘who’-misrepresent. If we 

consider the noncompositional structure of nonconceptual content there could be no structural 

distinction between the ‘what’ and the ‘who’ in a nonconceptual representation. There is no 

internal structure of the kind that is required to distinguish between subject and predicate, 

which implies that states with nonconceptual content do not allow misrepresenting the 

property while representing the subject accurately. Then in any case, if it is possible for a 

nonconceptual representation to misrepresent, which is a condition for it being a 

representation, it must be a misrepresentation tout court. Meeks concludes that if perception 

lacks compositional structure, it cannot be a basis for IEM judgements. Subjects without 

conceptually structured thoughts cannot possess contents that are both representational and 

IEM «for they have nothing that immunity could be relative to» (2006: 14). If perception is 

nonconceptual, it simultaneously cannot be a basis for IEM judgements, because it lacks the 

compositional structure necessary to account for IEM. If one on the other hand wants to 

maintain perception as a basis for IEM judgements, then perception cannot be nonconceptual, 

since it needs compositional structure, and only conceptual content has such structure. 

 Even though nonconceptual content fails to satisfy Evan’s Generality Constraint, as 

we have seen, it could simultaneously be argued that nonconceptual thoughts are nevertheless 

somewhat compositional. Bermúdez argues that inference to the best explanation warrants 

ascribing what he calls ‘proto-beliefs’ to non-linguistic creatures, in order to explain the 

intentionality of their behavior, since intentionality is often explained in terms of beliefs and 

desires, paradigmatically understood as propositional attitudes with conceptual content 

(1998: 118).  Perceptual proto-beliefs are nonconceptual belief analogs, and they support 50

primitive inference in terms of practical reasoning. Their inferential properties are based on a 

 Bermúdez draws on Peacocke’s (1992, ch.3) discussion on ‘proto-propositional’ content at 50

the nonconceptual level.
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creature’s capacity for deliberation, as in acting on and having thoughts about objects under 

changing conditions. An object can as such present different affordances: «Perceptual proto-

beliefs are not neutral. They involve perceiving objects under modes of presentation, where 

these modes of presentation are given by the possibilities for action and reaction that those 

objects afford» (1998: 122). The structural components of nonconceptual contents, based on 

somatic proprioception and affordances, yield a limited generation of further new 

nonconceptual contents from a set of others. Perceptual proto-beliefs are in contrast to their 

belief analogs, not candidates for Evans’s Generality Constraint. They are domain-specific 

and do not allow for global recombinability: «At the nonconceptual level there are only 

limited behavior-driven and environment-constrained possibilities for generating further 

nonconceptual contents out of a given set of nonconceptual contents» (Bermúdez, 1998: 

93).   51

 This approach seems to have a ‘discrete’ representation of a subject «that could serve 

as the locus of immunity to error through misidentification as well as a predicative 

component that could misrepresent a property of the world or the body» (Meeks, 2006: 15). 

This is perhaps more plausible than one might think—it seems to be ineliminable from the 

very idea of explaining animal and infant behavior in intentional terms. An object or a 

situation can present different affordances, and differing proto-beliefs can be made about the 

same object on different occasions, under different modes of presentation. Let us recall some 

central points on agency. In contrast to stimulus-response behavior, does intentional behavior 

show no law-like correlation between environmental stimulus and behavioral response. The 

point is that intentional behavior emerges when: «the number of stimulus-response 

correlations potentially relevant to any given action becomes so great that the need arises to 

 Another approach worth mentioning is Burge’s distinction between veridicality and non-51

veridicality. He argues that some animals have inferential abilities. They can have perceptual 
representations which are constitutively capable of correctness and error, and: «These 
notions are species of notions of veridicality and non-veridicality» (2010: 281). This is what 
characterizes perception as against sensory registration, error is possible in the former, but 
not in the latter, because interferences with processes of sensory registration are not errors. 
On this account perceptual representational states of nonlinguistic creatures do have 
veridicality conditions, thus there is objectivity in view, and so the possibility of error, even 
though there are not conceptual contents, nor of course language. So, if we go along with 
Burge, there is a possibility for misrepresentation, as a malfunctioning of representational 
systems that make up perception. This means that it is to the point to distinguish something 
that will not misrepresent, a certain kind of information that cannot jam up, as it were. 
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choose between a range of possible responses to a given situation» (Bermúdez, 1998: 192). 

This, in turn, is connected with the possibility of misrepresentation, as when perceiving 

things as having properties that they do not have. Interpretation of behavior that display cases 

of misrepresentation cannot be explained in a law-like manner, since misrepresentations do 

generate behavioral responses that cannot be predicted from the environmental layout. 

Accordingly, as in knowledge-how, we can say that a nonconceptual perceptual 

representation is represented accurate when the creature engages appropriately with the 

world, relative to her needs and goals. In contrast, misrepresentations, such as illusions, occur 

when the creature’s expectations are not met when engaging with the environment. So 

perhaps one is warranted in ascribing proto-beliefs to account for the flexible behavior of 

animals and infants. These nonconceptual belief analogs are structured in terms of Gibsonian 

affordances and support primitive inference. On such a view we might be able to ascribe a 

level of compositionality to nonconceptual contents that does allow for subject-predicate 

ascriptions.  

 At this point however, one must ask whether a clear distinction between conceptual 

and nonconceptual content can be maintained. If perceptual and proprioceptive 

nonconceptual contents can support both a component that is IEM, and also a component 

preserving the possibility of misrepresentation, then what should we make out of the original 

motivation for the distinction conceptual/nonconceptual in the first place?  A possible way 52

around this problem is by holding that the immunity principle only applies to conceptual 

judgements with a self-referring component. The content of perception and proprioception 

does not contain a self-referring component which could stand for the ‘I’ of a self-conscious 

thought. This content is only self-related. Musholt (2015) argues that some proponents of 

nonconceptual self-consciousness on this matter fail to distinguish between implicit self-

related information in perception, which is required for action guidance, and explicit self-

representation, which is required for immunity to error through misidentification. While 

proprioception and perception of affordances contain information that is related to the 

 On this point one could be warranted to think of the constituents of proto-beliefs as ‘proto-52

concepts’. This is however a move that Bermúdez probably would not accept, since his 
Priority Principle states that: «Conceptual abilities are constitutively linked in such a way that 
conceptual abilities cannot be possessed by nonlinguistic creatures» and Bermudez 
introduced the principle because it «allows us to make a clear distinction between 
conceptual and nonconceptual modes of content-bearing representation» (1998: 42).
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organism itself, this information is not being about the organism itself. The content of 

perception is necessarily self-related, but since the content of these states is noncompositional 

they cannot represent subject and predicate independent from each other. Musholt states:  

  
 Nonconceptual content does not ‘what’-represent and ‘who’-represent. Rather, the  
 representation is in a format in which the ‘what’ is necessarily implicitly self-related, and the 
 ‘who’ is not represented at all. But if nonconceptual content does not ‘what’- and ‘who’- 
 represent, then it does not make sense to ask whether it can misrepresent the ‘what’ while  
 accurately representing the ‘who’. This means that the question of whether nonconceptual 
 content is immune to error through misidentification cannot even arise (2015: 69). 

The nonconceptual content in perception and proprioception is necessarily self-related, and 

this is essential in explaining intentional behavior of the creatures entertaining them. In order 

to see how nonconceptual content is relevant for IEM, as a pre-condition for self-

consciousness, we can consider how this information is gained through our sensory system in 

a way that makes it necessarily self-related.  Information in perception and proprioception is 53

gained in such a way that it necessarily relates to the subject, and this information cannot be 

gained in this certain way from anybody’s body than our own. Recanati (2009) argues along 

this line of thought. He proposes that it is exactly those mental states that involve implicit 

self-related information, but no explicit self-reference at the level of content, that provide the 

basis for first person judgements which are IEM. A first-person thought is IEM because it is 

based on a self-specific way of gaining information, which is implicitly conveyed by the 

 Another potential problem for the immunity principle relates to the distinction between de 53

facto and logical immunity. A judgement possessing logical immunity is a judgement that is 
immune in all possible worlds. If a judgment is immune in the actual world, but which might 
not be immune in other possible worlds, the judgement would be de facto immune. It is 
possible to imagine peculiar scenarios in which one is cross-wired to another’s body, so that 
misidentification can happen. This is a case where self-ascriptions can be said to lack a 
logical IEM. Evans admits this possibility as well, but claims that an abnormal situation like 
this is «surely too sophisticated to be discerned as an element in the normal case of 
judgements of the kind we are considering» (1982: 221). Bermúdez (1998) states similarly 
that why should we be worried about such counterexamples relating to organisms who have 
evolved in this world, i.e. in a world where the possibility of such cross-wiring does not exist. 
If so we would have to develop a new theory of both somatic proprioception and self-
awareness. Logical immunity is a too demanding notion to be useful in a theory of self-
consciousness.
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‘mode of presentation’.  He says: «on the basis of experience, the subject forms the explicit 54

first person judgement that his own legs are crossed (in contrast, say, to his neighbor’s), the 

judgement will retain the immunity to error through misidentification which characterized the 

proprioceptive experience on which it is based» (Recanati, 2009).  First-person contents 55

should not be understood as objects in experience, but rather as modes of experience.  The 56

‘sense of mineness’ in experience does not refer to what is experienced, but rather how. It is 

this particular mode of representation of first-person content in proprioception and 

affordances that makes first-person perspective possible, and which first-personal judgements 

are based on. 

 The arguments presented, which states that the principle of immunity cannot apply to 

nonconceptual content the way it was originally introduced, leads us to a modified version of 

non-conceptual self-consciousness. If we recall Bermúdez’ argument that: «the fact that 

somatic proprioception is itself immune to error through misidentification relative to the first-

person pronoun provides vital support for the claim that somatic proprioception counts as a 

genuine form of self-consciousness» (1998: 144), we now see that the informational content 

from perception and proprioception does not provide the necessary compositionality for 

being applied to IEM.  Nonconceptual self-related content provided to us in this certain way 57

yields rather the basis for first-personal judgements that are immune to error through 

misidentification.    

  

 This is related to the phenomenological view that all experience comes with a sense of 54

‘mineness’. Nonconceptual contents of experience are presented to the subject in a 
distinctively first-personal way. This is a pre-reflective self-awareness which is an intrinsic 
feature of any experience (c.f. Gallagher, 2005; Zahavi, 2005).

 Musholt points out that Recanati’s argument is misleading, because immunity does not 55

apply to nonconceptual content based on the reasons mentioned. Perceptual experience 
contains neither a self-referring component nor the compositional structure necessary for 
being IEM. The important point is however that first person judgements are based on 
information that is necessarily self-related, so there is no need for an additional evidence 
bace, thus no source of misidentification (2015: 83).

 I am adapting a point made by Zahavi (2005), Recanati (2009) and Musholt (2015).56

 Bermúdez modifies somewhat the IEM status of perception in a later papers, e.g. «the 57

IEM property is a property of judgements» and «…information-sources have the IEM 
property derivatively. They derive it from the IEM status of the judgements derived from 
them» (2010: 167-169).
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I conclude that nonconceptual self-related content must be a part of a theory of self-

consciousness, based on the reasons earlier mentioned. In avoiding the paradox outlined by 

Bermúdez we need to account for the acquisition of a first-person perspective, from primitive 

forms to a fully fledged self-consciousness, since the phylogeny of cognitive capacities and 

conceptual abilities is a gradual one.  
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4. Concluding remarks 

In section one I started with a presentation of some canonical forms of self-consciousness, 

and by following an analysis of the linguistics of the first-person pronoun we arrived at three 

defining characteristics for self-conscious de se thoughts; their non accidental self-reference, 

their immediate implication for action and their immunity to error through misidentification. I 

then turned to the problem of self-consciousness as it is framed by Bermúdez, namely that 

there appears to be an explanatory interdependence between the capacity for self-conscious 

thought and mastery of the first-person pronoun. This circularity makes it impossible to 

account for the underlying origins for first-person thoughts in phylogenetic terms, and also 

blocks explanation of the psychological development of a subject.  

 In order to explain the possibility of higher forms of self-consciousness it is suggested 

that we need to appeal to simpler, more primitive, nonlinguistic and nonconceptual forms of 

self-representation. After situating my discussion in the context of the contemporary debate 

on mental content, I provided a positive account of the notion of nonconceptual content. I 

argued that there are ways of representing the world that are independent of the concepts 

needed to specify the content of these representations. Nonconceptual representations are 

noncompositional and domain-specific. In contrast, conceptual contents have recombinable 

constituents and they do allow for domain-general beliefs. Perception and proprioception are 

nonconceptual forms of representation. Their content is determined by the agent’s abilities to 

interact with the environment, understood as perception of affordances. Proprioception offers 

an awareness of the body as spatially bounded and responsive to one’s will. It provides 

information regarding the state of the body, and is therefore considered as a source of self-

specifying information. It was argued for the claim that nonconceptual first-person content 

contains implicit self-specifying information which provides agent-relative information that 

guides intentional behavior. However, nonconceptual first-person content does not explicitly 

represent the self. 

 I then suggested aspects of self-awareness in infants and some animals. Examples of 

agency and self-aware discriminations from developmental psychology provide reasons for 

holding that nonconceptual first-person contents are available in infancy, even from birth. I 

argued that the increasing sensitivity that we see in the developmental progression conforms 
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to the acquisition constraint, which makes it comprehensible how advanced self-conscious 

thought can emerge from its predecessors. Intersubjectivity is linked to the ability to think of 

oneself, and I suggested that a full account of self-consciousness needs to consider the 

increasing self and other differentiation, since self-awareness is a contrastive notion. 

In the final section I focused more closely on the status of the immunity principle. IEM is 

most often associated with particular kinds of first-person thought, namely thoughts in which 

the ‘I’ is used as subject, or de se thoughts. I offered arguments for why the IEM property is 

considered a decisive characteristic for self-consciousness. By investigating how the property 

of IEM relates to certain judgements it teaches us about privileged ways of coming to know 

about ourselves. I then presented some peculiar functions of the first person pronoun, and 

how de se thoughts have immediate relevance for action. Challenges to the immunity 

principle were discussed. Counterexamples from pathological experiences demonstrated 

peculiar errors of identification which might represent a failure to IEM. I concluded that the 

principle remains intact since there is a disturbance on the level of agency, and not on the 

level of ownership, to which IEM is linked. This leads to the final section where we see that 

IEM applies to judgements because there is a special informational link between first-person 

thoughts and the underlying informational base, even though there are potential 

counterexamples to the immunity principle.  

 I returned to an examination of how nonconceptual content can give rise to 

judgements that are IEM. These first-person judgements permit error in the predicate 

position, while not leaving the subject of the predication in question. In contrast, states with 

nonconceptual content do not allow misrepresenting the property while representing the 

subject accurately. Since no state could count as a representational state unless it is possible 

for it to misrepresent, it would on the level of nonconceptual content be a misrepresentation 

tout court. I proposed that one way around this would be to allow for nonconceptual content 

to have some kind of internal structure similar to conceptual content. That would in turn 

weaken the explanatory power of the conceptual/nonconceptual distinction. I concluded that 

the IEM property should be understood as a property of judgements, and a first-person 

judgement is IEM because it is based on a self-specific way of gaining information, 

subserved to us through information-channels from proprioception and perception. 
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 To sum up, perceptual experience provides a richness of self-specifying information 

that is nonconceptual, but still representational, and that is available to non-linguistic animals 

and pre-linguistic infants. These first-person contents make a non-circular account of self-

consciousness available by being independent of linguistic mastery of the first-person 

pronoun. Thus a theory of nonconceptual first-person contents make an important 

contribution to a better understanding of the structure and development of self-consciousness, 

as well as a perspective on animal and human lives as continuous. 
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